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BROWNING'S ATTITUDE TOWARD MIRACLES

by Floyd Ronald Stuart

In the early poem “Pauline” the young Browning avows his
“trust in signs / And omens...” (I, 301-302).1 He sees “God
everywhere...” (I, 302). If the word signs is interpreted as
miracles, then the poet regards a miracle in much the same light
as does Oscar Hammerstein II’s Chinese immigrant girl in
Flower Drum Song: “A hundred million miracles are happening
every day.”
more scholarly analogy may be made to Thomas
Carlyle’s Professor Diogenes Teufelsdrockh, who looks about
and sees all creation as miraculous.2 In “ Death in the
Desert,” Browning deals with the miracles of Christ recorded in
St. John. The speaker in the poem is Pamphylax, who reports
the final words of the dying John, reputedly the last man to see
Christ alive. As he is dying, John worries over the fate of
Christianity; he is afraid that generations of Christians to come
will dogmatize the faith and thereby miss the essential truth,
which is the gospel of
(VII, 126-133). Christ performed His
miracles in order to demonstrate the power of truth; when truth
was secure, miracles were no longer necessary.3 Browning, thus,
does not deny the historicity of Christ’s miracles, but he seems
at no pains to prove their historical factuality. The attitude
1 Robert
The Poetical Works of Robert Browning (17 vols.; London:
Smith, Elder, and Company, 1889). All references to Browning’s poetry will be to
this edition; documentation will be given within the body of the paper
volume,
section book wherever applicable, and line.
2Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus:
Life and Opinions of Herr Teufelsdrockh,
ed.
Charles Frederick Harrold (New York: The Odyssey Press, 1937), p. 254, n. 3.
3A. Allen Brockington, Browning and the Twentieth Century: A Study of Robert
Browning’s Influence and Reputation (New York: Russell and Russell, 1963), pp.
189-190. For a discussion of how the John of Browning’s poem differs from the John
of the New Testament on the matter of Christ’s miracles, see Brockington, pp.
189-191.
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toward miracles expressed in “A Death in the Desert” is bound
up with the poet’s reaction against Higher Criticism, a
movement which he considered a rationalistic approach to the
scriptures. The first extended expression of his antipathy
toward the Higher Critics is “Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day.”4
The speaker in “Christmas-Eve” attends the lecture of a
professor who is attempting to rationalize the miraculous nature
of Christ:

So, he proposed inquiring first
Into the various sources whence
This Myth of Christ is derivable;
Demanding from the evidence,
plainly no such life was liveable)
How these phenomena should class? (V, xv, 16-21)
The professor’s objective is to trace Christianity “backward to
its prime...” (V, xv, 12). His interest lies in discovering the
historical Christ; his approach is that of the objective historian,
sifting the evidence to find factual truth about the man Jesus.
Skeptical of Christ’s divine existence among mortal men
(“plainly no such
was liveable”), the professor must find a
way to cope with “these phenomena,” which in the context of
the passage seem to be the rationalist’s word for miracles. The
speaker, however, will not endure the lecture. In disgust he
leaves the lecture-hall. In terms of Browning’s attitude toward
miracles, the implication of the speaker’s exit seems to be a
reaction against the rational approach to a subject that is
essentially nonrational. He is not concerned with whether a
person called Jesus lived in a certain time and place in history;
moreover, he seems not really concerned with whether Christ
performed authentic miracles. His concern, on the contrary,
seems to
with the timeless, transcendent meaning of the acts
ascribed to Christ. In short, whether miracles are fact or fable
resolves into an academic point of little interest for Browning.
The attitude toward miracles and the miraculous expressed
4William O. Raymond, The Infinite Moment and Other Essays in Robert
Browning (Toronto:
of Toronto Press, 1950),
32-33.
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“Pauline,” “A Death in the Desert,” and “Christmas-Eve”
provides a fairly wide entrance into the subject of miracles in
The Ring and the Book. An examination of the significant
instances of miracle and miraculous5 and the relevant allusions
to Biblical miracles should demonstrate how Browning brings to
bear upon the human drama of the famous seventeenth-century
murder case the basic attitude toward miracles expressed in the
three antecedent poems.

The preponderance of allusions and references to miracles
occur in relation to Pompilia. In his study, The Central Truth,
William Whitla notes the abundance of parallels between
Pompilia and the Virgin Mary.6 Through a suspension of the
ordinary laws of human biology, Mary, according to the
Gospels, gave birth to the Savior. In a sense, Pompilia becomes
the matrix from which is delivered Caponsacchi, whom
Browning places in the roles of two saviors: Saint George (VIII,
i, 577-588) and Jesus Christ (VIII, iv, 844-845). Moreover, the
birth of Pompilia’s own son Gaetano occurs only two weeks
before Christmas Eve. Whitla points out the poet’s emphasis
upon similarities between the coming of her son and the birth
of Christ.7 In a mockery of the Trinity, Guido, in his first
monologue, pleads to the court that he will place at his right
hand the child whom his wife bore (IX, v, 2048). Even the
circumstances of Pompilia’s birth and entry into the Comparini
household suggest a parody of a Biblical story containing
elements of the miraculous:

Hence, seventeen years ago, conceive his (Pietro’s) glee
first Violante, ’twixt a smile and blush,
With touch of agitation proper too,
Announced that, spite of her unpromising age,
The miracle would in time be manifest,
An heir’s birth was to happen: and it did.
(VIII, ii, 219-224)
5The word miracle or the adjective form appears at least twenty-four times The
Ring and the Book. This count excludes Books VIII and IX.
6William Whitla, The Central Truth: The Incarnation in Robert Browning’s Poetry
(Toronto:
of Toronto Press, 1963), p. 116.
7Whitla, Central Truth, p. 106.
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Violante, childless and probably having undergone her change
of life, has actually bargained with a prostitute for a baby; thus,
the miracle of the gift of a child to the senile Pietro is in reality
a hoax perpetrated by the scheming Violante. The enormity of
the hoax is compounded by the strong parallel between
Violante and the barren Elizabeth told about in St. Luke (1:
5-25). Following the bargain with the prostitute, Violante
enters church and offers a prayer of thanksgiving:

“
reproof is taken away,
“And blessed shall mankind proclaim me now. ...”
(VIII, iv, 196-197)
Her words are strikingly like Elizabeth’s after she has conceived
a child: “Thus hath the Lord dealt with me, in the days wherein
he looked on me, to take away my reproach among men” (Luke
1: 25). Browning here seems to be at work on multiple levels of
irony. First, on the most literal level, the miracle is no miracle
at all, but a trick played upon Pietro by his wife, second, the
parallel between Violante and Elizabeth is a grim burlesque on
the passage from Luke; and third, in view of her destiny as the
instrument of Caponsacchi’s deliverance into heroism, Pom
pilia’s birth is, after all, a miracle.

The miraculous nature of Pompilia is seen dramatically in the
circumstances of her death. Stabbed twenty-two times by
Guido’s dagger, she miraculously lives on some four days-long
enough to name her murderer, vindicate herself and
Caponsacchi, make provision for Gaetano’s future, absolve
Pietro and Violante of guilt, and even pardon Guido. The poem
contains at least six separate attestations to the fact that her
continued life is nothing short of a miracle. The romantic
bachelor Other Half-Rome makes three of the attestations
(VIII, iii, 1-7, 26-34, 51-57). Tertium Quid, purporting to
represent a third point of view in the case, and the narrator of
Book I each make one (VIII, iv, 1425-1441; VIII,
1076-1080); and even Guido, in his second monologue, marvels
that
[f]our whole days did Pompilia keep alive
With the best surgery of Rome agape
At the miracle. ... (X, xi, 1690-1692)
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In his third attestation, Other Half-Rome describes the healing
grace which some of the Roman mobs ascribe to Pompilia as she
lies upon her deathbed:
Old Monna Baldi chatters like a jay,
Swears—but that, prematurely trundled out
Just as she felt the benefit begin,
The miracle was snapped up by somebody,—
Her palsied limb ’gan prick and promise life
At touch o’ the bedclothes merely,—how much more
Had she but brushed the body as she tried!
(VIII, iii, 51-57)
Old Monna Baldi undoubtedly belongs to that class of people
whom Guido, in his second monologue, caustically characterizes
as “miracle-mongers” (X,
707). They crowd into Saint
Anna’s, where Pompilia lies dying, hoping to touch her body, or
even her bedclothes, believing that the mere touch will
miraculously heal their infirmities. The parallel to the healing
power in the hem of Christ’s garment is strongly suggested
(Luke 8: 41-48).

This parallel embodies several important implications
regarding Browning’s attitude toward miracles. First, the
parallel may be one technique which he
to characterize
Other Half-Rome as one who tends to “gush” over the more
sensational aspects of Pompilia’s death; and, second, it may be
true that the poet, like Guido, is satirizing those morbid
individuals who
upon a bloody tragedy, attaching
vague supernatural knowledge or powers to one who may linger
between life and death. Browning’s main purpose, however,
seems otherwise. The brief discussion of “ Death
the
Desert” and “Christmas-Eve” was intended to establish the
premise that the poet’s interest lies not in proving the historical
fact or fable of miracles, but in extracting the essence of the
miracles as they are related in the New Testament. Whether
they actually happened seems rather beside the point. The Ring
and the Book, however, is all about distinguishing between fact
and fable: the importance of facts must not be underestimated;
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but the Pope, voicing Browning’s own philosophy,8 illustrates
the principle that facts methodically collected and painstakingly
analyzed by logical process do not add up to truth. The
achievement of ultimate Fact is not by reason, but by intuition.
Thus, Other Half-Rome’s report that Old Monna Baldi’s
“palsied limb ’gan prick and promise life / At touch o’ the
bedclothes merely...” (VIII, iii, 55-56) is not an item which
Browning feels compelled to prove or disprove. His concern is
with the universal meaning, which transcends the time and place
in history of Pompilia.

That Pompilia herself, whose intellectual powers
limited
by her young age and by her illiteracy, should believe in
miracles is altogether convincing. Caponsacchi stirs up
ambiguous emotions in her, perhaps even romantic attraction,
but clearly she regards his response to her need as a miracle:

“You serve God specially, as priests are bound,
“And care about me, stranger as I am,
“So far as wish my good,—that miracle
“I take no intimate He wills you serve
“ saving me. ...” (IX, vii, 1429-1433)

She moreover, is not alone in viewing Caponsacchi’s service as
miraculous. The priest himself uses the word miracle in the
context of his response to Pompilia’s plea. In
address to the
court, he pointedly states:
Pompilia spoke, and I at once received,
Accepted my own fact, my miracle. . . .
(IX, vi, 918-919)
Then, with great eloquence he relates the moment that he
recognizes that in answering Pompilia’s plea lies the promise of
his own salvation:

8Norton B. Crowell, The Triple
Browning’s Theory of Knowledge
(Albuquerque,
Mexico) The University of New Mexico Press, 1963),
32-33.
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This new thing that had been struck into me
By the look o’ the lady,—to dare disobey
The first authoritative word. ’Twas God’s.
I had been lifted to the level of her,
Could take such sounds into my sense. I said,
“We two are cognizant o’ the Master now;
“
it is bids me bow the head; how true,
“I am a priest! I see the function here;
“I thought the other way self-sacrifice:
“This is the true, seals up the perfect sum.
“I pay it, sit down, silently obey.”
(IX, vi, 1011-1021)

The moment of recognition is apocalyptic, revealing to him the
opportunity to act on earth—quite outside the Church—as the
agent of divine love.9
Three other speakers testify to the miracle of Pompilia’s and
Caponsacchi’s recognition of their need for each other: Other
Half-Rome, the Pope, and the narrator of Book I. Other
Half-Rome describes the mutual recognition as a “critical flash”
(VIII,
1045).
suggests that Caponsacchi, like Christ, is
“predestinate to save” (VIII, iii, 1044). Christ perished in order
to save sinning man. In Pompilia, the priest sees in a moment of
illumination “[h]is need of...a woman to perish for...” (VIII, iii,
1047). Although Pompilia can hardly be equated with sinning
man, she is surely in need of salvation from a situation fraught
with sin. The Pope, though less prone than Other Half-Rome to
romanticize the meeting of the pair, nevertheless implies that
the recognition transpires on a level above logical explanation.
The place of their recognition will never be consecrated as holy
ground, but “there is passion in the place...” (X, x, 661).
Although in the particular passage now under consideration the
Pope is indicating the ambiguity of the married woman’s
appealing to the priest for help, the Christian overtones of
suffering in the word passion must not be overlooked. In a
9Whitla, Central Truth, p. 124.
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sense, Gaponsacchi does suffer the death of his life as a
fop-priest in order to save Pompilia; and just as Christ came into
a world that denied Him, so the world will not recognize the
greatness of Caponsacchi’s deed (X, x, 667-673).

The narrator of Book I sees the rescue as evidence of God’s
intervention in earthly affairs. Although he does not use the
word miracle, the imagery produces the effect of the
miraculous. The emergence of the priest as Pompilia’s savior is
accompanied by the “cleaving of a cloud, a cry, a crash...”
(VIII, i, 583). The narrator’s assignation of a miraculous quality
to the rescue seems consistent with the poet’s
attitude
toward miracles. Despite the fact that Browning is not dealing
directly with the historical validity of miracles, he is interested
in showing that human experience may still contain the
essential truth of miracles, that is, that all experience is not
explainable by man’s intellection.
At least five uses of miracle or miraculous occur in
connection with Guido. Two have already been noted (X, xi,
707, 1692). His own use of the word operates on the level of
deliberate irony intended to sharpen his bitter attitude toward
failure to receive ecclesiastical preferment (IX, v, 268-295),
his doubts about the paternity of his wife’s child (IX, v,
1628-1643), and his disbelief in the purity of the relationship
between Pompilia and the priest (VIII, iv, 989-1042).
Concerning Browning’s attitude toward miracles, however,
Guido’s uses of the word are not so important as the Pope’s and
Pompilia’s allusions to the possibility of a miracle touching
Guido’s life. The moribund Pompilia, having passed into a state
of beautitude, feels that her husband is not beyond redemption:

In His face
Is light, but in His shadow healing too:
Let Guido touch the shadow and be healed!
(IX,
1720-1722)
The redemption of which she speaks is the miracle of Christ’s
saving grace, from which the Pope himself does not preclude
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Guido. Like a flash of lightning, which the Pope once witnessed
in Naples, Guido may be saved:
For the main criminal I have no hope
Except in such a suddenness of fate.
I stood at Naples once, a night so dark
I could have scarce conjectured there was earth
Anywhere, sky or sea or world at all:
But the night’s black was burst through by a blaze—
Thunder struck blow on blow, earth groaned and bore,
Through her whole length of mountain visible:
There lay the city thick and plain with spires,
And, like a ghost disshrouded, white the sea.
So may the truth be flashed out by one blow,
And Guido see, one instant, and be saved.
(X, x, 2117-2128)
Pompilia’s murderer dies “ ‘with the name of Jesus on his
lips...’ ” (X, xii, 189). Whether in the instant of which the Pope
speaks Guido has truly seen the truth and has been saved is a
moot question. The issue is that the miracle of salvation is
possible for him. In relation to the question of his salvation,
however, is an incident which the Venetian visitor tells in the
early parts of Book XII:

“Now did a beggar by Saint Agnes, lame
“From his youth up, recover use of leg,
“Through prayer of Guido as he glanced that way.
...” (X, xii, 159-161)

It is true, of course, that the speaker is biased in favor of Guido,
and it is also possible that the so-called healing is effected
temporarily in the lame beggar by the emotional tension of the
moment; but at face value the healing incident here provides an
interesting analogue to the partial cure produced in Old Monna
Baldi by her contact with Pompilia’s bedclothes (VIII, iii,
55-56).
If Guido, therefore,
seen the truth, then a miracle has
touched his life, for the truth itself is a miracle. Indeed, The

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol9/iss1/11

14

Editors: Vol. 9 (1968): Full issue

10

BROWNING’S ATTITUDE TOWARD MIRACLES

Ring and the Book emerges as Browning’s affirmation that facts
alone do not yield the truth. Although the poet is not
concerned per se with the historicity of miracles, he is
interested in applying the essence of miracles to the human
drama of the seventeenth-century murder case.
provides
twelve books of facts relevant to the case, but the facts alone do
not yield the truth about the principal figures, Guido, Pompilia,
Caponsacchi, and the Pope. Man can aspire to know the truth
only through a faculty higher than his ability to gather facts.
Pompilia and Caponsacchi do not realize their need of each
other through their powers of reason; the Pope does not reach
his decision through intellectual process alone. Tertium Quid
makes a major statement regarding the priest’s decision to
rescue Pompilia: “the truth was felt by instinct here...” (VIII,
iv, 1006). The Pope judges ultimately through
instinct. For
Browning, man’s instinct yields the truth; and whenever the
truth touches human experience, the contact is miraculous.
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GIBBON AND MOHAMMEDANISM

by Beverley E. Smith

Edward Gibbon, whose fame as the greatest of the English
historians is secured by The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, has been called “the most important and most influen
tial of militant unbelievers.”1 In his own time, Gibbon’s attacks
upon religion, especially Christianity, evoked an immediate and
violent storm of bitter protests, which, in a letter to his step
mother, Gibbon described as being “as hot a canonading as can
be pointed against Washington.”2 Indeed, Christian apologists,
in a decidedly un-Christian manner, leveled repeated volleys of
criticism at the calm little historian; and at his death a contem
porary, Hannah More, “gave thanks that she had escaped
undefiled by his acquaintance.”3 Even today, almost two hun
dred years after his death,
article concerning Gibbon rarely
appears which does not include some, sort of apology for his
treatment of Christianity. From his chapters on Christianity,
Gibbon’s critics have drawn all general pronouncements con
cerning the historian’s religious opinions; very few, if any, have
examined to any considerable extent his attitude toward Mo
hammedanism. Perhaps most of these commentators prefer not
to deal with Gibbon’s discussion of the rise and progress of
Mohammedanism because they find there an evident sympathy
with certain aspects of the faith, a sympathy which is contrary
1 Roger Lloyd, “Gibbon and the Christians, London Quarterly and Holbom
Review, January, 1937, p. 41.
2 Edward Gibbon, The Letters of Edward Gibbon, ed. J. E. Norton (New York:
The Macmillan Co., 1956), II, 129.
3D. M. Low, Edward Gibbon: 1737-1794(New York: Random House, 1937),p. 349.
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to their notions of the historian’s contempt for religion. It is the
opinion of the present writer, however, that a detailed examina
tion of Gibbon’s treatment of Islam
show that he is con
sistent in his attitude toward religion, that he uses the same
trenchant irony to criticize in Mohammedansim the very things
that he criticizes in Christianity, and that his evident sympathy
for certain aspects of the Islamic faith is in complete accord
with his view of religion as a whole.

According to Gibbon, the religion preached by the prophet
Mohammed is “compounded of an eternal truth, and a neces
sary fiction, THAT THERE IS ONLY ONE GOD, AND THAT
MAHOMET IS THE APOSTLE OF GOD.”4 Gibbon is sympa
thetic toward the idea of one God, which seemed to him more
consistent with reason than the compound deities of other
religions: “The religions of the world were guilty, at least in the
eyes of the prophet [and in those of the historian as well], of
giving sons, or daughters, or companions, to the supreme God”
(III, 375). The statement of the unity of God which forms the
popular creed of Mohammedanism is, according to Gibbon, a
concept to which a philosopher might subscribe. Nevertheless,
the historian ironically states that this creed, which is “free
from ambiguity,” is “defined with metaphysical precision by
the interpreters of the Koran” (III, 375). As he continues, Gib
bon again smiles at the petty efforts of those involved in the
resolution of religious problems. Following his statement that
Mohammedans embrace the doctrine of predestination, Gibbon
mentions that they, like the Christians,
with the “com
mon difficulties” of reconciling an omniscient God with their
belief in the freedom of the human will and of explaining the
presence of evil in a world created by a deity infinite in both
power and goodness (III, 376).

Although Gibbon never overtly states the point, it is evident
from his discussion of the traditions of Mohammedanism that
4 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed.
Rev. H. H. Milman (New York: Harper &
1843), I,
All subsequent
references to the Decline and Fall will be to this edition and will contain only the
volume and page number, inserted parenthetically
the text.

Published by eGrove, 1968

17

Studies in English, Vol. 9 [1968], Art. 11

BEVERLEY E. SMITH

13

the religion is an eclectic one, made up of borrowings from
Judaism, Christianity, and Arabian Paganism. Mohammed, in
Gibbon’s view, combined into a single system various elements
from the religions which he encountered on every hand. It is
clear that Gibbon has his tongue in
cheek in this passage
dealing with the background of Mohammedanism:

The liberality of Mahomet allowed to his predeces
sors the same credit which he claimed for himself;
and the chain of inspiration was prolonged from the
of Adam to the promulgation of the Koran. Dur
ing that period, some rays of prophetic light had been
imparted to one hundred and twenty-four thousand
of the elect, discriminated by their respective measure
of virtue and grace; three hundred and thirteen
apostles were sent with a special commission to recall
their country from idolatry and vice; one hundred
and four volumes have been dictated by the Holy
Spirit; and six legislators of transcendent brightness
have announced to mankind the six successive revela
tions of various rites, but of one immutable religion.
The authority and station of Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Moses, Christ, and Mahomet,
in just gradation
above each other; but whosoever hates or rejects any
one of the prophets is numbered with the infidels.
(III, 376)
By including Christ and himself in his list, Mohammed excludes
from the ranks of the faithful both the Jews and the Christians,
on whose traditions he has drawn for his own religion.

Gibbon proceeds to a consideration of the generation and
character of the Koran, the sacred book of the Mohammedan
religion. The historian’s straightforward narrative,
which he
never once questions the authenticity of the “facts” he is relat
ing, is obviously intended to condemn the Koran as a specious
production dictated by the demands of expediency:
The substance of the Koran, according to himself
[Mohammed] or his disciples, is uncreated and eter-
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nal; subsisting in the essence of the Deity, and
inscribed with a pen of tight on the table of his ever
lasting decrees. A paper copy in a volume of
and
gems, was brought down to the lowest heaven by the
angel Gabriel, who, under the Jewish economy had
indeed been despatched on the most important
errands; and this trusty messenger successively re
vealed the chapters and verses to the Arabian prop
het. Instead of a perpetual and perfect measure of the
divine will, the fragments of the Koran were
produced at the discretion of Mahomet; each revela
tion is suited to the emergencies of his policy or pas
sion; and all contradiction is removed by the saving
maxim, that any text of Scripture is abrogated or
modified by any subsequent passage. The word of
God, and of the apostle, was diligently recorded by
his disciples on palm-leaves and the shoulder-bones of
mutton; and the pages without order or connexion,
were cast into a domestic chest in the custody of one
of his wives. (III, 377—italics mine)
The scattered fragments of the sacred writings were collected
and published after the death of Mohammed; thus their order
was uncertain, and the consequent difficulties of interpreta
tion—particularly in the light of the fact that subsequent pas
sages modified earlier ones—are obvious. The problem is unsatis
factorily resolved by Gibbon’s ironic statement that the Koran
enjoyed the “miraculous privilege of... [an] incorruptible text”
(III, 377). Continuing his discussion of the Koran, Gibbon
states that either the enthusiasm or the vanity of Mohammed
prompted him to base the validity of his mission on the stylistic
merit of the sacred book: “the prophet...audaciously challenges
both men and angels to imitate the beauties of a single page,
and presumes to assert that God alone could dictate his incom
parable performance” (III, 377). The boasts of the prophet not
withstanding, Gibbon finds the best portions of the Koran
inferior to the beauties of the book of Job. In a question, he
further expresses his doubt that the Koran was authored by the
Deity: “If the composition of the Koran exceed the faculties of
man, to what superior intelligence should we ascribe the Iliad of
Homer or the Phillipics of Demosthenes?” (III, 378)
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Having indicated his belief that the Koran is the production
of a mortal man rather than of an immortal god, Gibbon passes
on to the subject of miracles. In his discussion of the miraculous
powers traditionally ascribed to Christ and the early Christian
fathers, Gibbon had dealt severely with the
of the
Church, and he is no less severe with Mohammedanism. In spite
of the fact that Mohammed was frequently called upon to
perform some prodigy and thus confirm his
mission, he
was, according to Gibbon, unable to comply with any of these
requests (III, 378). Nevertheless, the miraculous gifts of the
prophet were affirmed by
votaries, especially those who
lived and wrote some years after his death. Gibbon’s lack of
credence is obvious as he lists the miracles associated with
Mohammed:

They [the followers of Mohammed] believe or affirm
that trees went forth to meet him; that he was saluted
by stones; that water rushed from his fingers; that he
fed the hungry, cured the sick and raised the dead;
that a beam groaned to him; that a camel complained
to him; that a shoulder of mutton informed him of its
being poisoned; and that both animate and inanimate
nature were equally subject to the apostle of God.
II, 378)
After discussing several miraculous journeys which Moham
med is supposed to have made, Gibbon examines the Moham
medan version of the doctrine of the immortality of the
According to the teachings of Mohammed, on the day of
judgment the bodies of those who have died will be reunited
with their souls. He makes no attempt, however, to explain how
this reunion will be effected, and philosophically “relies on the
omnipotence of the Creator, whose word can reanimate the
breathless clay, and collect the innumerable atoms, that no
longer retain their form or substance” (III, 381). Although
Gibbon probably did not
in the immortality of the soul,
the Mohammedan attitude of resignation likely appealed to
him; nevertheless, he cannot forbear adding one sarcastic com
ment: “The intermediate state of the soul is hard to decide; and
those who most firmly believe her immaterial nature, are at a

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol9/iss1/11

20

Editors: Vol. 9 (1968): Full issue

16

Gibbon and Mohammedanism

loss to understand how she can think or act without the agency
of the
of sense” (III, 381). This being the case, Gibbon
proceeds to discuss the soul after its reunion with the body.
Mohammed, according to Gibbon, is wrongly accused by his
adversaries not only of extending the hope of salvation to all
men, but of “asserting the blackest heresy, that every man who
believes in God, and accomplishes good works, may expect in
the last day a favourable sentence” (III, 381). As Gibbon sarcas
tically points out, however, these accusations are unjust, for
“such rational indifference is ill adapted to the character of a
fanatic; nor is it probable that a messenger from heaven should
depreciate the value and necessity of his own revelation” (III,
381).
According to the doctrine set forth in the Koran, belief in
God is one with belief in Mohammed, and the “good works” are
specifically defined by the prophet. Thus, for the Moham
medan, belief in God and the performance of good works imply
acceptance of Islam. On the day of judgment, all infidels will be
immediately consigned to hell; only the Mohammedans will be
judged. Those of the faithful who are judged worthy will
into paradise, while the guilty will be punished in the “first and
mildest of the seven hells” (III, 382). The sojourn of the guilty
in this “mildest” hell is only temporary, however. After their
sins have been expiated by varying terms of penance, they, too,
enter into paradise, for Mohammed
promised “that all his
disciples, whatever may be their sins, shall be saved...from eter
nal damnation” (III, 382). Gibbon is not especially pleased with
the Mohammedan paradise, as his ironic description shows:

Instead of inspiring the blessed inhabitants with a
liberal taste for harmony and science, conversation
and friendship, he [Mohammed] idly celebrates the
pearls and diamonds, the robes of
palaces of
marble,
of gold, rich wines, artificial dainties,
numerous attendants, and the whole train of sensual
and costly luxury, which becomes insipid to the
owner, even in the short period of this mortal life.
Seventy-two Houris, or black-eyed girls, of resplen
dent beauty, blooming youth, virgin purity, and
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exquisite sensibility, will be created for the use of the
meanest believer; a moment of pleasure will be pro
longed to a thousand years, and his faculties
be
increased a hundred fold, to render him worthy of his
felicity. Notwithstanding a vulgar prejudice, the gates
of heaven will be open to both sexes, but Mahomet
has not specified the male companions of the female
elect, lest he should either alarm the jealousy of their
former husbands, or disturb their felicity, by the sus
picion of an everlasting marriage. (III, 382)

In commenting on the nature of the Mohammedan afterlife,
Gibbon cannot resist an oblique jab at the Christian monks:
“This image of a carnal paradise has provoked the indignation,
perhaps the envy, of the monks: they declaim against the
impure religion of Mahomet; and his modest apologists are
driven to the poor excuse of figures and allegories” (III, 382).
In spite of the “figures and allegories,” however, Gibbon points
out that the majority of the faithful adhere to the literal inter
pretation of the Koran, saying that the resurrection of the
mortal body of man would be useless if paradise were not a
sensual existence.
The first conversions made by Mohammed were of those
persons closest to him, such as his wife and servant. Gibbon
deprecates the value of such conquests by implying that the
prophet’s wife was bound to follow her husband’s wishes, and
by overtly stating that the servant was “tempted by the pros
pect of freedom” (III, 383). In gaining other converts, Moham
med preached in public and private, asserting “the liberty of
conscience, and... [disclaiming] the use of religious violence”
(III, 383-384). For his preaching, Mohammed was mercilessly
persecuted by the votaries of the established religion and was
forced to flee from Mecca to Medina, where he and
doctrine
were reverently embraced by the people. As time passed, the
new religion gained more and more followers, all of whom held
the person of the prophet in such high regard that the deputy of
the city of Mecca was astonished (III, 386). Apparently Gibbon
was also astonished at the reverence accorded Mohammed, for,
with evident sarcasm, he adds a word of explanation: “The
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devout fervour of enthusiasm acts with more energy...than the
cold and formal servility of courts” (III, 386). Eventually, the
people invested Mohammed with the office of sovereign, giving
him the power to make war, which action conveniently coin
cided with a divine command to propagate the religion of Islam
by means of warfare. Gibbon’s comments on the prophet’s re
versal of his position with respect to the use of violence clearly
show the historian’s belief that Mohammed’s earlier preaching
of nonviolence resulted from his own lack of strength (III,
386-387).

In the prosecution of
holy war, Mohammed offered his
enemies their choice of friendship (which meant payment of
tribute for the privilege of continuing in the worship of their
accustomed religion), submission to Islam, or destruction. As
Gibbon points out, “the clemency of the prophet was decided
by
interest” (III, 387). By uniting the professions of mer
chant and robber, Mohammed continued to win converts:
From all sides the roving Arabs were allured to the
standard of religion and plunder: the apostle sanc
tified the license of embracing the female captives as
their wives or concubines; and the enjoyment of
wealth and beauty was a feeble type of the joys of
paradise prepared for the valiant martyrs of the faith.
II, 387)

In one battle, Mohammed is said to have been aided by a host
of angels. The tone of Gibbon’s comment in a footnote is worth
noting:
The loose expressions of the Koran allow the com
mentators to fluctuate between the numbers of 1000,
3000, or 9,000 angels; and the smallest of these might
suffice for the slaughter of seventy of the Koreish.
Yet the same scholiasts confess, that this angelic band
was not visible to any mortal eye. (III, 388n.)
In the holy war, not even former allies were spared, although
they often made the mistake of expecting clemency from their
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former friends; but, as Gibbon says, “fanaticism obliterates the
feelings of humanity” (III, 390). Mohammed was eventually
strong enough to attack Mecca, but was nevertheless defeated
when he did so. He concluded a truce of ten years with the
leaders of the city, but when his forces were augmented by
other conquests, he attacked again. His efforts were successful
this time, and, as the victor, he was easily able to convict the
losers—whom he branded as “idolaters”—of having broken the
treaty (III, 391). Gibbon ironically praises the clemency of
Mohammed in awarding his portion of the plunder to the de
feated forces—if they would accept Islam as the true faith. The
position of these unfortunates is obvious; the prophet coerced
them into acceptance through force and bribery. Realizing this,
Gibbon goes on to say that “Mecca was sincerely converted to
the profitable religion of the Koran” (III, 393—italics mine).
Gibbon describes the death of Mohammed in such a manner
as to firmly establish the prophet’s character as a religious
fanatic (he states that to the moment of his death Mohammed
maintained “the faith of an enthusiast”), and in the process, the
historian reflects further doubt upon the sacred writings of
Islam, pointing out that Mohammed dictated a “divine book,
the sum and accomplishment of all his revelations,” near the
close of his life, “at a moment when his faculties were
impaired” (III, 395).

Having brought his narrative to the death of Mohammed,
Gibbon proposes to assess the virtues and the faults of the
prophet, in order to determine “whether the title of enthusiast
or impostor more properly belongs to that extraordinary man”
(III, 396). It is worth noting that to Gibbon, writing in the
eighteenth century, both terms were odious. In his summary,
the historian states that “the use of fraud, and perfidy, of
cruelty and injustice, were often subservient to the propagation
of the faith” (III, 397). Further, Gibbon calls Mohammed to
task for his ambition and for his abandon with women: “A
special revelation dispensed him from the laws which he had
imposed on his nation; the female sex, without reserve, was
abandoned to his desires” (III, 397-398). Gibbon does, how
ever, praise the efforts of the prophet to keep
religion within
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the bounds of reason, although his efforts in this area were not
always successful.

After the death of Mohammed, whose personal magnetism
must have been immense, his successors experienced some diffi
culty in restraining the people, who threatened to return to
their old religion. The faith of the converts did not waver long,
however, for, as Gibbon neatly puts it, “The appearance of a
military force revived and confirmed the loyalty of the faithful”
(III, 408). Eventually the force of arms was no longer necessary
to prevent the people from deserting the ranks of Islam, and the
Mohammedans persevered in their religion from force of habit;
the arms were used as before in the propagation of the faith
through the holy war.
Although there are aspects of Mohammedanism which Gib
bon criticizes, he is on the whole rather more tolerant of this
Arabian religion than of Christianity. There are several reasons
for his attitude. Mohammedanism is more than merely a
religion; it is a system of jurisprudence which forms the
for all civil law in the Islamic community. Thus, in Gibbon’s
eyes, Mohammedanism tended to perpetuate the order and har
mony of the state, while Christianity tended to destroy it.
Further, there is no organized priesthood in the Mohammedan
religion (III, 380); the judicial authority devolves upon the
individual believer. As many commentators have pointed out,
Gibbon has strong objections to the clergy and monks of the
Christian religion, and it would seem that any religion which
excluded them might come nearer winning his approval than
Christianity. Finally, in Gibbon’s own words, the religion of
Mohammed seemed “less inconsistent with reason, than the
creed of mystery and superstition, which,
the seventh cen
tury, disgraced the simplicity of the Gospel” (III, 457).

Thus, Gibbon’s ironic barbs are not directed at Christianity
alone, and those scholars whose investigations have led them to
conclude otherwise have overlooked the remarkable consistency
with which the historian criticizes other religious systems.
Further, they have failed to approach Gibbon’s history with a
clear conception of the author’s historical method. Edward Gib
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bon, truly a product of his age, brought to historiography a
mind fortified by Humean scepticism and an implicit faith in
reason, guided by experience, as the only means of discovering
truth. As a historian, Gibbon was, of course, primarily con
cerned with the statement of factual, historical truth; and his
empirical approach quite naturally led him to deprecate any
thing which had no basis in sensory experience, or which con
tributed to the degradation of the reason. In the eighteenth
century, reason was opposed by passion, and it was Gibbon’s
contention that this latter faculty was the parent of religious
enthusiasm; with the increase of religious fervor, there was a
corresponding loss of the capacity to reason. Thus Gibbon was
led to criticize religion both by his temperament and by his
approach to history.
As has been stated before, Gibbon is consistent in his
criticism of religion. He is the champion of civil and intellectual
liberty, and he views organized religion as an attempt to curb
these freedoms. Thus, regardless of what religious system he is
considering, he attacks the same things: the overthrow of reason
by passion, the inherent intellectual tyranny of the system,
bigoted intolerance, and superstitious zeal. Gibbon’s mind is
that of the rational, eighteenth-century sceptic, which looks
askance at any system of thought or way of life which goes
beyond the present life and the realm of man’s sensory exper
ience. It was this disposition of mind which led the historian, in
famous chapters on Christianity, to examine only the
“secondary causes” (I, 250) of the spread of Christianity, and in
his examination to cast doubts at every turn upon the numerous
accounts in the ecclesiastical writings of antiquity of divine
intercession in human affairs, miraculous prodigies, and other
suspensions of the natural order of the universe. In addition,
Gibbon’s antipathy for Christianity is due in part to its dis
ruptive influence on the civil government of the Roman empire.
The zeal of the early Christians for martyrdom, he feels, led
them to invite persecution. Further, the internal dissensions of
the various Christian factions, the struggle for supremacy
between the “orthodox” and the “heretics” contributed in no
small degree to the historian’s unfavorable opinion of Christian
ity. Everything about that religion’s progressive growth is con
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trary to Gibbon’s conception of the value of order and modera
tion. But despite the vehemence with which he attacks the
Christian faith, it must be urged that he is
consistent, for
the fanatical votaries of Mohammedanism, whose efforts to
spread the Islamic faith involved them in almost constant war
fare, are likewise brought within his line of fire. The Moham
medan holy war, with its bloody conquests and riotous plunder
ing, is of the utmost repugnance to a man of Gibbon’s
temperament. In Mohammedanism, too, the historian criticizes
the concept that the Koran is a divine production, as well as the
beliefs surrounding the miraculous journeys and performances
of the prophet himself. Just as he earlier ridicules the vain
attempts of Christian ecclesiastics to decide the nature of life
after death, so Gibbon disparages the pronouncements of the
Mohammedan commentators on that subject.

In conclusion it may be stated that Gibbon does not, as some
critics have maintained, use the vehicle of a Roman history to
settle a private account with the Christian religion. As a repre
sentative of the best of the eighteenth century, his intellectual
outlook is, above all, ordered and reasonable, and as a result of
this outlook those chapters of the History of the Decline and
Fall of the Roman Empire which deal with ecclesiastical matters
are in complete accord with the social and political philosophies
that underlie the entire work.
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IRONY IN SHELLEY'S THE CENCI

by Sara Mason Miller

Scant critical opinion has been concerned with Percy Bysshe
Shelley’s tragedy, The Cenci. Many scholars, in evaluating the
work, have mentioned the play only in passing; others who have
been concerned with the play have considered it primarily for
its sensational theme, structural aspects, and
history. No
critic seems to have devoted a study to Shelley’s use of irony in
his play; yet many aspects of irony are present. It is with these
aspects of irony that this study of The Cenci will be concerned.
For this study, it will be useful first to consider briefly the
several meanings given to the term irony. According to the New
English Dictionary, irony is first of all “a figure of speech in
which the intended meaning is the opposite of that expressed
by the words used; usually taking the form of sarcasm or
ridicule in which laudatory expressions are used to imply con
demnation or contempt.”1 On this level, irony is thus verbal: by
words and voice tone does one intend meaning other than that
expressed. This aspect of irony, in addition to sarcasm and
ridicule included in the definition above, would include the
verbal ironies of understatement and hyperbole.

second aspect of irony, according to the New English Dic
tionary, involves 44dissimulation...especially in reference to the
dissimulation of ignorance practised by Socrates as a means of
confusing an adversary.”2 This irony is Socratic irony: the
1 A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles, ed. James A. H. Murray, V
(1901), 484.
2 Ibid.
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ignorance pretended makes the false or mistaken notions of the
opponent clear and conspicuous.

A third aspect of irony, states the New English Dictionary,
presents “a condition of affairs or events of a character opposite
to what was or might be expected; a contradictory outcome of
events as if in mockery of the promise or fitness of things.”3
This irony is irony of fate or situational irony: there is a dis
crepancy in the circumstances or situation between what is ex
pected and what actually happens.
A further aspect of irony is restricted to drama. In dramatic
irony, there is a discrepancy, similar to that found in irony of
situation, between the expected fortunes of the character and
what actually happens to him; but the unique feature of this
irony is that the theater audience knows in advance both the
expectations of the character and the final outcome of his
actions. As R. B. Sharpe points out, this irony operates through
the playwright, who prepares the audience for the ironic situa
tion “by letting them in on something not all the characters
know.”4 Thus the spectator, according to G. G. Sedgewick,
“always sees and knows both the appearance and the reality;
and he senses the contradiction between what the ignorant char
acter does and what he would do.”5 Such a contradiction
provides for a highly ironic situation.
One additional aspect of irony applicable to The Cenci is that
which Alan Reynolds Thompson calls “irony of character”: a
person’s true character is disguised by his appearance and, when
revealed, is in sharp contrast to his presented character.6

With these aspects of irony set forth and defined, irony in

3 Ibid.
4 R. B. Sharpe, Irony in the Drama: An Essay
Impersonation, Shock, Catharsis
(Chapel Hill, N. C.: University of North
Press, 1948), p. 44.
5 G. G. Sedgewick, Of Irony, Especially in Drama (Toronto:
of
Toronto Press, 1948), 49.
6
Reynolds Thompson,
Dry Mock: A Study of Irony in Drama
(Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1948), p. 17.
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The Cenci, can be more clearly understood. Almost as striking,
however, as any instance of irony which does occur in The
Cenci is the total absence of any instance of dramatic irony in
the play. As a term peculiar to drama, dramatic irony is given to
what G. G. Sedgewick calls “the sense of contradiction felt by
spectators of a drama who see a character acting in ignorance of
his condition.”7 Sedgewick sets up three requirements for drama
tic irony: first, that a character be in conflict with another
character, his own circumstances, or some natural law; second,
that one of the characters be “ignorant of his situation; the
situation as it seems to him differs from the situation as it is
third, that the “spectator in the theatre always sees and knows
both the appearance and the reality.”8 Many situations in The
Cenci conform to the first two of Sedgewick’s requirements; in
no instance, however, does the audience know both the
appearance and the reality behind the situation. When the vil
lain Cenci is murdered by assassins hired by his daughter,
Beatrice, she states that “all is surely past”9 and the audience
believes this with her. The warrant arriving minutes after the
murder and calling for Cenci’s “instant death” will set off the
search for Cenci, the discovery of his murder, and the arrest of
Beatrice and her family, events in contrast to Beatrice’s belief
that all ill is past. Yet the coming of such a warrant is a com
plete surprise both to Beatrice and to the audience. Shelley has,
in fact, taken care to
that the warrant
be a surprise:
up to the point of the murder, no hope of papal intervention to
stop Cenci’s crimes exists. Beatrice has sent to the Pope a
petition for help which, due to the villain Orsino’s treachery,
never reached him; but the kindly Cardinal Camillo, an ally and
friend of Beatrice, does not offer any hope for the Pope to
answer a petition weakening paternal power because of the
analogy with his own position as spiritual father and head of the
church family. Because the audience is ignorant of the coming
7Sedgewick, p. 49.
8Ibid., pp. 48-49.
9 Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Cenci, in Representative English Plays, ed. by J. S. P.
Tatlock and R. G. Martin (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1938), p. 769.
Subsequent references to The Cenci will be indicated the text and will refer to this
edition.
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of such a warrant and of the relenting of the Pope until after
Cenci’s murder has been realized, this situation cannot properly
be called dramatic irony, although several critics, for example,
Robert F. Whitman, J. S. P. Tatlock, and R. G. Martin,10 de
signate it as such. This incident of irony becomes evident only
in retrospect, and the audience receives no advance warning that
the outcome of Cenci’s murder
be other than that expected
by Beatrice herself.

Why Shelley chose not to present such an event as an inci
dent of dramatic irony is uncertain: he could have, with minor
changes, inserted passages to reveal the outcome of the murder
to the audience. Certainly The Cenci would be a more powerful
play had Shelley chosen to exploit the possibilities for dramatic
irony implicit in this instance, for as Sedgewick contends, “the
more distinguished the drama is, the more fruitful the idea of
dramatic irony becomes. From Aeschylus to Ibsen...the sense of
it is all pervasive and exceedingly active.” 11
While ignoring dramatic irony, Shelley did include many
other aspects of irony in The Cenci. Several instances of verbal
irony, in which the speaker’s meaning is opposite to that which
his words express, occur in the play. Understatement, the form
of verbal irony in which, according to Sedgewick, one says “less
than one thinks or means,”12 is frequently used for effect.
Count Cenci, the villain and monster-like criminal, uses under
statement when he describes a murder in almost gentle tones:

A man you know spoke of my wife and daughter:
He was accustomed to frequent my house;
So the next day his wife and daughter came

Robert F. Whitman, "Beatrice’s ‘Pernicious Mistake’ in The Cenci,” PMLA,
LXXIV (June, 1959), 253; and Tatlock and Martin, eds., Representative English
Plays, p.
Whitman, Tatlock, and Martin do not indicate the sense in which they
use the term; however, according to the standard definitions of dramatic irony, the
incident does not qualify.
11 Sedgewick, p. 49.
12Ibid., p. 6.
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And asked if I had seen him; and I smiled:
I think they never saw him anymore.
(II. ii, p. 747)
The effect achieved by Count Cenci’s words is one of horror;
but his actual words, being understated, imply no such thing.

A second example of understatement occurs in a speech of
the Pope, quoted by one of his cardinals, concerning Cenci’s
treatment of his sons. Cenci
for the death of two of his
sons, and a hint is given that, when their deaths opportunely
occur, Cenci is perhaps responsible. Cenci has celebrated their
deaths by holding a great banquet; yet the Pope, when informed
of Cenci’s outrageous conduct, merely shrugs that disobedient
children sometimes cause concerned parents to become “ex
asperated to ill” (II. ii. p. 756). That Cenci is driven to “ill” is
understatement indeed—Cenci’s sole delight lies in not merely ill
but in pure evil, a fact that Cenci himself has revealed early
the play.
A further aspect of verbal irony, that of sarcasm, in which
the speaker’s words express strong and bitter condemnation
although couched in the language of extravagant praise, occurs
at least once in The Cenci, When Beatrice and her family,
sentenced to die for the murder of Count Cenci, await death in
prison, the stepmother hopes for a pardon from the Pope. To
such hopes Beatrice replies by using sarcasm:

No, mother, we must die:
Since such is the reward of innocent lives;
Such the alleviation of worst wrongs. (V. iv. p. 781)

Clearly Beatrice does not believe that execution is the way to
alleviate the wrongs suffered by her family at the hands of
Count Cenci; by praising execution as “the reward of innocent
lives,” she effectively expresses her bitterness toward her fate
by using sarcasm.
A second aspect of irony, that of Socratic irony, occurs in
one instance in The Cenci. This irony, employing dissimulation
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for the purpose of confusing an opponent, appears when
Beatrice and her family stand accused of murder before the
court. Believing firmly in the rightness of the death of Cenci,
Beatrice refuses to confess to actual murder:

Guilty! Who dares talk of guilt? My Lord,
I am more innocent of parricide
Than is a child bom fatherless. (IV. iv. p. 771)

To the man
had hired to commit the murder, Beatrice then
demands: “Am I or am I not/A parricide?” The hired assassin,
cowed by the sternness of her gaze, can only cry, “Thou art
not! ” and ask that he receive sole punishment for the deed (V.
ii. p. 776). Thus Beatrice’s firm conviction that she has been
justified in taking her father’s
and she is therefore innocent
of murder has lead her into an open lie before the court of
justice, and her testimony, given to confuse the judges and
acquit her of the dead, serves as an example of Socratic irony.
Such irony becomes more vivid when Beatrice’s first words in
the play, “Pervert not truth” (I. ii. p. 748), are recalled.
Much of the irony in The Cenci is in the form of irony of fate
or situational irony, the aspect of irony in which the outcome
of certain events is opposite from that which is expected. In one
highly emotional scene, for example, Beatrice rushes to her
family, entreating them to protect her from her father. She
trembles and cries in near-hysteria:
He comes;
The door is opening now; I see his face;
He frowns on others, but he smiles on me. (II.i.p. 753)

A doorknob turns; a door opens; the family shrink back in
terror—and a servant strolls into the room. In another scene
between Giacomo, brother of Beatrice, and Orsino, himself a
villain almost comparable to Count Cenci, Giacomo is outraged
when Orsino suggests that they flee from justice and
Beatrice to face alone a certain conviction for murder. When
Giacomo accuses Orsino of villainy, Orsino assures him that
such a suggestion was made not in seriousness but as a test of
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his loyalty. Orsino then reveals that marshals have come to
arrest Giacomo but have allowed him a brief moment of respite
which he suggests that Giacomo spend with his wife and family.
Giacomo is overwhelmed by such display of friendship, and he
regrets his previous suspicions of Orsino’s conduct: “O generous
friend! How canst thou pardon me?” (V.i.p. 773). Giacomo
rushes out, expecting to escape the marshals. These officers,
however, await him at his home to arrest him, not at Orsino’s
home as he believes. In this ironic situation, Giacomo’s expecta
tion, a brief reunion with his wife, is reversed, and he receives a
warrant for his arrest.

Several strong instances of situational irony concern the mur
der of Count Cenci. The first involves the hired assassins.
Beatrice pays them for the murder with bags of gold and gives
to one a gold robe which once belonged to her prosperous
grandfather. When she presents the robe, she encourages the
assassin to “Live long and thrive!” (IV. iii. p. 769). It is, how
ever, this gold robe which ironically reveals to the officers the
hiding place of the murderers:
This fellow wore
A gold-inwoven robe, which shining bright
Under the dark rocks to the glimmering moon,
Betrayed them to our notice. (IV. iv. p. 771)
After he has been tortured and confessed the murder, the
assassin himself recognizes the irony of his situation:

When the thing
done
You clothed me in a robe of woven gold
And bade me thrive: how I have thriven, you see.
(V. ii. p. 774)
Thus the assassin has been betrayed by the thing which was his
reward for committing murder; his expectation of a long and
prosperous life is replaced by torture and death.

Another instance of irony of situation concerning Cenci’s
murder occurs when Beatrice has received word from the
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assassins that Cenci’s murder has been carried out. Beatrice is
calm, and she maintains that “all ill is surely past” (IV. iii. p.
769). Her words prove highly ironic, for at that moment, a
papal legate enters the Cenci palace with a warrant for Cenci’s
“instant death” (IV. iv. p. 770). Finding Cenci murdered, the
legate arrests those present for murder. The stark irony of the
warrant for Cenci’s death which arrives only minutes after his
murder is highly effective, and the outcome makes a mockery
of Beatrice’s belief that “all
is surely past.” Robert F. Whit
man sees the purpose of this instance of irony as the prevention
of the audience’s being “carried away by Beatrice’s sense of her
own innocence, and to make clear that the moral order in terms
of which she is blameless has betrayed her.” Concerning the
warrant, Whitman believes that
the irony simply calls our attention to the fact that
had Beatrice waited—restrained from murder—she
would have been provided with other means of
escape. By taking the law into her own hands, she has
rendered ineffectual a remedy which would have
saved her without destroying her...By introducing at
this point a now-futile means of escape, Shelley per
mits us to question whether Beatrice is indeed a
‘weapon in the hand of God,’ and suggests that, ill
having repaid ill, all is not surely past. 3

One of the most striking examples of irony of situation in
The Cenci concerns Beatrice’s attitude toward the murder of
her father. She firmly believes that, in her case, murder is justi
fied and that she is therefore innocent on any crime. Before the
court, she denies any guilt and, according to her brother
Gicomo, she “stands like God’s angel ministered upon/By
fiends” (V. i. p. 773). Later in prison, Beatrice still stands firm
in her belief that the murder of Count Cenci was an event
ordained by God:

The God who knew my wrong, and made
Our speedy act the angel of his wrath
Whitman, 253.
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Seems, and but seems to have abandoned us.
Let us not think that we shall die for this.

However, in the words of Robert F. Whitman, “she does die for
it, and the implication seems to be that the God who made her
‘the angel of his wrath’ has abandoned her.”14 In light of
Beatrice’s strong conviction that her actions were condoned by
God, her comment and her later execution are highly ironic.
expects a heaven-ordained justification for her father’s mur
der which will result in a pardon for her; for her actions, how
ever, she receives the man-made penalty of death by execution.
Situational irony also occurs in the play in Cenci’s criminal
treatment of Beatrice. To Cenci, who delights in evil, the
thought of incest with
daughter is the greatest evil which he
can conceive, but he believes that such an act will render
Beatrice “meek and mild” (I. iii. p. 752). Carlos Baker effective
ly points out the irony of situation involved in Cenci’s mistaken
notion:

It is the supreme irony of the drama that the means
chosen by the count to establish final mastery are the
best means he could have fixed on to harden
Beatrice’s soul to the point where she is ready to do
murder. Out of the darkest experience of her life, the
temporary derangement caused by her father’s attack,
Beatrice rises with a resolution:
Ay, something must be done;
What, yet I know not.
Suicide is out of the question, and legal action is
quickly rejected. Murder, the bold redress of the in
sufferably wronged, remains.15

Beatrice thus responds to her father’s horrible act in a way
Count Cenci never imagined possible. Instead of becoming
“meek and mild,” she fixes with resolution and unwavering
14 ibid.
15 Carlos Baker, Shelley's Major Poetry: The Fabric of a Vision (Princeton, N. J.:
Princeton University Press, 1948), p. 149.
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purpose upon a plan to murder her father for the wrong she has
suffered.
Other instances of irony of situation occur throughout the
play.
such instance involves the murderers’ device for con
cealing the fact that Cenci was murdered. They plan to conceal
the violence by strangling Cenci and tossing his body from a
balcony to make it seem as though it had fallen there naturally.
The body, ironically, catches in a tree; when it is found by the
papal legate, the officer knows that it could not have fallen in
such a way unless it were thrown, and he begins the cry that
Cenci was murdered. In another situation, when the legate plans
to take Beatrice and her family to Rome to stand trial for
murder, Lucretia, stepmother of Beatrice, protests in terror.
Beatrice reassures her, saying that in Rome their innocence will
be brought to light. In Rome, however, they will be tortured
and judged not innocent, but will be sentenced to die. Here, as
in the incident involving the disposal of Cenci’s body, the ex
pectation and the outcome of the situations are opposite, and
irony of situation results.

On another level, irony, according to A. R. Thompson, can
manifest itself in character; a person’s true character can be
disguised by his appearance and when revealed, can be in sharp
contrast to his presented appearance.16 Such irony of character
occurs in The Cenci with respect to the smile of the villain of
the play, Count Cenci. In its usual applications, a smile indicates
“pleasure, favor, kindliness, amusement, derision, or scom”;17 as
Cenci uses his smile, however, it indicates actual disaster or
death for the one on whom Cenci smiles. Cenci smiles when he
celebrates the deaths of his two sons at his banquet (I. iii. p.
751); he smiles when he lies to Giacomo’s wife about her dow
ry which Cenci himself had actually stolen (III. i. p. 762); he
smiles as he relates the fate of the man who used to visit his
house (I.i. p. 747). That his smile holds no clues to the evil
which underlies it is evident by the comments of the visitors at

16 Thompson, p. 17.
The American College Dictionary, ed. by Clarence Barnhart (1948), 1140.
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Cenci’s banquet: “I never saw such blithe and open cheer / In
any eye!”; “I see ’t is only raillery by his smile” (I.iii. p. 750).
Cenci, however, smiles on Beatrice as he contemplates the evil
he will inflict upon her, and she alone of the characters recog
nizes the deadly effect of Cenci’s smile when she cries in terror,
“He frowns on others, but he smiles on me”
i. p. 753).
Cenci’s smile, by thus promoting evil and disaster, at times
masks his true character by presenting a facade of cheer and
mirth which hides the evil basic to Cenci’s true personality.
Two situations do not seem to fall into any established defi
nitions of irony; the effects of these instances, nevertheless, are
highly ironic. Perhaps they might be termed “thematic irony”
or “irony in retrospect” because they do not involve isolated
events or situations but rather ideas and concepts which pervade
the entire scope of Shelley’s tragedy.
example of such
irony lies in the attitudes toward death expressed by Beatrice
during the course of the play. It is perhaps an ironic trait of
human nature to look upon death ambiguously, to see it as a
tragedy and an end of life as
as a rebirth and a joyous
beginning. Beatrice herself expresses the ambiguity of the
nature of death when she says:
Death!. Death! Our law and our religion call thee
A punishment and a reward.—Oh, which
Have I deserved?
(III. i. p. 759)

Beatrice seems to deserve both during the play. Before the mur
der, under Cenci’s evil personality, she looks upon death solely
as a reward, a means of escape, a joyful event:

Oh, God! That I were buried with my brothers!
And that the flowers of this departed spring
Were buried on my grave! (I. iii. p. 752)
After the murder, however, the evil in her life has been removed
and she no longer looks upon death as a thing to be desired. She
is, in fact, appalled to hear the words that condemn her to
execution, and she now looks on death solely as a punishment:
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Can it be possible I have
To die so suddenly? So young to go
Under the obscure, cold, rotting, wormy ground!

How fearful! To be nothing! (V. iv. p. 780)
It is a mark of the strength of Beatrice’s character that she later
regains her composure and goes calmly and quietly to her death,
but her loss of control when she hears the words of condemna
tion and her previous longing for death well illustrate the irony
involved.
A second instance of this “thematic irony” or “irony in
retrospect” develops through the attitudes toward
found
in the play. Cenci, caught up in his evil delights, first states his
attitude: “I am what your theologians call / Hardened” (I.ii. p.
748); and he contemplates incest with his daughter. Cenci sees
himself, according to Milton Wilson, as “an instrument to
scourge mankind for its sins,”18 and Cenci himself states:
I do not feel as if I were a man
But like a fiend appointed to chastise
The offenses of some unremembered world. (IV.i. p. 767).

As Cenci’s evil increases, his
Giacomo develops a similar
attitude toward evil. When the first attempt to murder Cenci
fails, Giacomo states,
words echoing those of Cenci, “I am
hardened” (III, ii. p. 764); and he plans a second murder
attempt.
Even Beatrice ironically develops the same attitude toward
e as she, too, becomes “hardened” during the course of the
play. In defending her actions, she “stands like God’s angel
ministered upon / By fiends” (V.i. p. 773), an attitude quite
similar to that of Cenci who also saw himself as a scourge.
Milton Wilson thus maintains that Beatrice has ironically “taken

18 Milton Wilson, Shelley’s Later Poetry (New York: Columbia University Press
1959), p. 81.
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over some of the characteristics of her father.”19It is highly
ironic that the Beatrice of the first act, described as “the gentle
Beatrice,” has become the hardened Beatrice who can lie before
the court of justice, refuse to admit her guilt or complicity in
Cenci’s murder, and acquiesce in letting the hired assassin take
sole blame for the deed. This ironic situation, like those involv
ing the attitudes toward death, occurs not in a single incident
but develops and is recognized through the course of events of
the play. It appears only in retrospect, and it pervades the
theme and spirit of the drama.
Irony in The Cenci thus manifests itself in many forms: ver
bal, situational, thematic, Socratic; but at no time does the
irony most effective in drama, dramatic irony, appear. It is an
indication of Shelley’s powers as a dramatist that he is aware of
most ironic situations throughout the tragedy and that he is
able to use irony effectively and dramatically in his play. It is
equally an indication of one of his weaknesses as a dramatist
that he failed to recognize the possibilities for including in
stances strong in dramatic irony; had Shelley done so, the
tragedy of Beatrice Cenci would be a more effective, more vital
dramatic work.

Ibid., p. 85.
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OTHELLO'S DESCENT FROM REASON

by L ouis E. Dollarhide

It is a matter of general critical agreement in recent times
that among Shakespeare’s tragedies Othello is the best-made
play, a play tightly unified around a central action, each move
ment of the action driving relentlessly toward an all but over
whelming tragic moment. Technically and structurally, the play
is superior to the more diffuse (if more universal in statement)
Hamlet, Lear, and Antony and Cleopatra. It focuses closely, not
on a prince or a ruler and a state and nature, but simply on a
man, a great man certainly, but a man and his wife. In making
this falling off worthy of tragic statement, Shakespeare used his
powers of organization in editing and re-shaping his source, re
moving lurid details of Italian intrigue from the story as told by
Cinthio, and magnifying hero, heroine, and villain as dramatic
personages. Two key
illustrate clearly his method in pre
senting the character of the hero and this hero’s downfall: these
are, respectively, Act I, Scene iii, which might be called the
“Presentation Scene” because Othello is presented in his full
powers; and. Act III, Scene iii, the “Proof Scene” because of the
talk, mostly ironic, of proof. In the many commentaries on
Othello, one aspect of this great falling off from greatness,
clearly illustrated in these scenes, remains to be commented
upon. In this paper I propose to discuss Othello’s descent, or
fall, from reason, an important aspect of his tragedy, as it is
illustrated technically in the play.

For material antecedent to a study of this kind, I
in
debted particularly to the investigations of T. W. Baldwin, Sister

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol9/iss1/11





42

Editors: Vol. 9 (1968): Full issue

38

Othello’s descent from Reason

Miriam Joseph, and Hardin Craig.1 Baldwin has ascertained the
scope of Shakespeare’s training; Sister Joseph, the technicalities
of his knowledge of the arts of language; and Craig and others,
the milieu out of which the play emerged. Of more recent
studies, Terence Hawkes in a very good article, entitled “Iago’s
Use of Reason,” assumes a point of view which complements,
yet diverges from, my own. According to Hawkes, Iago
“imposes the necessity” of the ratio inferior on “events which
do not warrant it,” requiring Othello to acquiesce to Iago’s
conclusions.2

As early as the realization of the character of Gloucester in
III Henry VI and fully developed in Richard III, whenever
Shakespeare felt that it was important to characterization to
show that a character possessed the powers of persuasion or
knew the techniques of oratoria, he displayed that character
taking part in one of the Elizabethan’s favorite sports, delivering
a well-made oration and/or prevailing in a scene of disputation.
One has only to look at the devious rhetoric of Gloucester, later
Richard III, with its florid oratorical and disputative qualities,
the fustian and bombast of Richard II, and the soaring elo
quence of Henry V, to observe how carefully he follows this
pattern. By the time of Richard III, furthermore, Shakespeare
used the modified oratorical outline for set speeches of any
length. And he used the oration itself as a formal speech, as
soliloquy; and, to lessen the formality of delivery, he broke the
oration with dialogue, even at times giving different parts of the
speech to different characters as he does the sonnet form in
Romeo and Juliet.
Significantly, the two key scenes in the presentation and
downfall of Othello are scenes of disputation. In the first (Act I,
Scene iii) Othello answers majestically before the Venetian
1T. W. Baldwin, William Shakespeare’s Small Latine and Lesse Greeke, 2 volumes
(Urbana, Ill., 1944); Sister Miriam Joseph, Shakespeare’s Use of the Arts of Language
(New York, 1947); and among Hardin Craig’s many studies, his “Shakespeare and
Formal Logic,” Studies in English Philology, A Miscellany in Honor of Frederick
Klaeber, ed. Kemp Malone and M. B. Rand (Minneapolis, Minn., 1929), pp. 380-396.
2 Terence Hawkes, “Iago’s Use of Reason,” Studies
Philology, LVIII (April,
1961), 160-169.
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Senate Brabantio’s accusation that he has won Desdemona by
foul means; in the second (Act III, Scene iii), he struggles but is
unable to answer Iago’s charges against Desdemona.
signifi
cant part of the tragic statement of the play lies in the fact that
the man who could counter with such ease and eloquence the
charges made by Brabantio is finally so lacking in control that
he is unable to handle the palpable fallacies of Iago. These
distinctions would be evident to an audience trained, as Shakes
peare was, in the arts of language.
When Othello enters the play in Act I, Scene ii, he is already
under indictment. Iago has manipulated events so that Braban
tio knows about the marriage of Othello and Desdemona, and
the enraged father is searching for the Moor. When the old man
fronts Othello, he accuses him of witchcraft: “O thou foul
thief...thou hast enchanted her” (62-63). Calmly, yet firmly,
Othello quiets his own men and those of Brabantio and agrees
to go with the angry father to answer the
made against
him. In Scene iii, framed though it is with matters of state, the
central development is Brabantio’s charge against the Moor be
fore the Senate and Othello’s eloquent answer. According to her
father, Desdemona has been “abus’d, stol’n from me, and
corrupted/By spells and medicines bought of mountebanks”
(60-61). Othello’s defense takes the form of a carefully made
judicial cause, consisting of exordium,
propositio, confirmatio, and conclusio. The oration is broken after the narratio
by dialogue, and then after the propositio by the Duke’s, “Say
it, Othello.” The remainder of the speech, the confirmatio
through the brief conclusio, is uninterrupted, as it should be.
While the interruptions make the scene more dramatic by break
ing up what would otherwise be a set speech of some sixty-five
lines, they do not conceal the formal structure of Othello’s
oration. The exordium (76-81) begins, “Most potent, grave, and
reverend signiors,/My very noble and approv’d good masters,”
and goes through Othello’s admission of part of Brabantio’s
charge: he has married the daughter. Making use of the topic of
invention, subject and adjunct, the
(81-94) begins with
the plain, blunt soldier’s demurrer: he is “rude of speech,” a
man of action, not of words. “And therefore little
I grace
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my cause/In speaking for myself” (88-89). Yet he will a “round
unvarnish’d tale deliver” on his course of love.
At this point, almost as though speaking
thoughts aloud,
Brabantio repeats his charge. The Duke, one of the senators,
and Othello engage in an exchange. And then Othello returns to
his oration with the propositio (122-126), a succinct statement
of the matter at hand: he will present how he “did thrive in this
fair lady’s love” and she in his. Then after the Duke bids him
speak on, Othello proceeds into the body of his defense, the
proof or confirmatio (128-166) of the oration. Chiefly from the
topic, cause and effect, he
how Brabantio “oft invited”
him, and questioned him about the story of his life. Desdemona
listened, asked him to repeat the stories in private, and finally
gave him evidence that she loved him. Only then did he speak.
The brief conclusio merely summarizes the argument:
Upon this hint I spake:
She lov’d me for the dangers I had pass’d,
And I lov’d her that she did pity them.
This only is the witchcraft I have us’d. (167-169)

Sister Joseph observes that by the time Shakespeare had
reached his major tragedies, and Othello in particular, he had
effected in his art a perfect integration of character, rhetoric,
and logic.3 No other speech illustrates this synthesis better than
Othello’s judicial cause delivered before the Venetian Senate.
The figures of speech and the topics of invention are the same
as those used with such flourish in Richard III. Only here, the
art conceals the artfulness. In his
Othello presents him
self as the plain, blunt soldier, a character type for whom
Shakespeare had already developed a rapid, bare manner of
address. He will, he states, deliver a “round unvarnish’d tale,”
that is, a straightforward, undecorated account. And, faithful to
his word, he does just this—at least on the surface. At
command, and made to serve his purpose, however, are the
resources of the arts of language. Of figures of speech, those
3 Sister Joseph, pp. 240-241.
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most useful to him are figures of repetition, of omission, modi
fication, and balance.

Of figures of repetition he uses
the repetition of
a word which ends one construction, in the opening lines of the
next: “That I have taken away this old man’s daughter,/It is
most true; true, I have married her” (79-79). This is an artful
kind of figure, both emphatic and graceful, suitable, if used
wisely, to an exordium. One of the most common figures of
repetition appears in the narratio, the figure anaphora, the repe
tition of a word at the beginning of parallel sentence elements:
“what drugs, what charms,/What conjurations, what mighty
magic” (91-92). The figure asyndeton, the omission of conjunc
tions from elements in a series, gives a rapidity of movement to
these lines. Asyndeton is also used effectively as Othello moves
into his confirmatio:
Her father lov’d me; oft invited me;
Still question’d me the story of my life
From year to year, the battles, sieges, fortunes,
That I had passed. (128-131)
Asyndeton is again combined with anaphora and parison, a
figure of balance, in the lines that follow these.
Wherein I spoke of most disastrous chances,
Of moving accidents by flood and field,
Of hair-breadth escapes i’ th’ imminent deadly
breach,
Of being taken by the insolent foe. (134-137)

Notable, too, are the uses of what the Elizabethan was taught
to respect, the congruent epitheton, the qualifying adjective.
Used sparingly, they appear in the first two-thirds of the
speech—“Most potent, grave, and reverend signiors,/My very
noble and approv’d good masters,” “the soft phrase of peace,”
“dearest action,” “tented field,” “a round, unvarnish’ tale,”
“moving accidents,” “greedy ear,” “pliant hour.” Most of these
appear in the exordium, the narratio and the first half of the
confirmatio. When Othello arrives at the part Desdemona plays

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol9/iss1/11

46

Editors: Vol. 9 (1968): Full issue

42

Othello’s

descent from reason

in his “tale,” the flourishes disappear almost altogether. From
there on, with an unobtrusive epithet or two, and the repetition
of the word pitiful by means of the figure diacope, the only
rhetoric is structural.

The whole speech with its explicitly direct statement, pre
sented in a well-wrought oratorical structure and shaped and
colored by a most judicious use of logic and rhetoric, stands as a
model of eloquence. Few characters in Shakespeare plead a
cause as persuasively as Othello does in this scene. Listening to
him, we are sympathetically inclined to accept the judgment of
the Duke when the speech is ended, the reaction Shakespeare
plainly intends: “I think this tale would win my daughter too”
(171).
Between the two scenes under consideration, Act I, Scene iii,
and Act III, Scene iii, Othello takes very little part in the action
of the play. In all of Act II and in Act III, Scene i, he is on stage
briefly three times and is involved in only one significant action,
the dismissal of Cassio as
lieutenant. When he does enter the
drift of the play again, Iago has set the stage for him. Early in
Act II, Iago has declared that he will put the Moor “At least
into a jealousy so strong/That judgment cannot cure” (II, i.
310-311). Later in the same Act after he
“cashier’d” Cassio,
he uses an even more appropriate image; out of Desdemona’s
goodness he “will make a net/That shall enmesh them all” (II,
iii, 367-368). When the time is right, in Act III, Scene iii, Iago
begins, spider-like, to weave his web. Beginning with mere
innuendoes, he leads step by step to “proof” of Desdemona’s
infidelity. As he had said, his method will be to put Othello into
a jealousy so strong that
judgment, his ability to distinguish
the true from the false, can no longer function. His initial step
in arousing Othello’s jealousy is his “Ha! I Eke not that” (35)
when he sees Cassio suddenly leave Desdemona. Then after Des
demona pleads for Cassio and extracts a promise that Othello
will talk with his disgraced friend, Iago begins
seige in
earnest. “Did Michael Cassio, when you woo’d my lady/Know
of your love?” he asks (94-95). From that question on, he does
not pause until Othello is prey to the “green-ey’d monster.”
When Iago warns him to beware of jealousy, Othello replies:
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No, Iago;
I’ll see before I doubt; when I doubt, prove;
And on the proof, there is no more but this,—
Away at once with love or jealousy! (189-192)
At this point, though shaken, Othello can still speak and even
think rationally, but
brave words merely open the door to
Iago’s machinations:
Othello is not liable to jealousy, he
will speak freely to him. But as he does he cautions Othello not
to “strain” his speech to “grosser issues.” Listening to him,
however, Othello becomes so distracted at last that he
commands Iago to leave his presence. Iago takes his leave, but
returns at once to advise Othello to observe Desdemona with
Cassio. If she pleads for him, the fallacious implication is that
she is guilty of infidelity. Left alone, Othello is already too
disturbed to detect the fallacy of this argument. “If I do prove
her false,” he says. At this point in the scene, Desdemona comes
in to call Othello to dinner. When told his head aches, she tries
to bind his forehead with the fateful handkerchief, which is
dropped by Othello. Taking the handkerchief from Emelia a
moment later, Iago plans to drop it in Cassio’s lodging, for, he
says,
Trifles light as air
Are to the jealous confirmations strong
As proofs of holy writ. . . . (322-324)

Othello re-enters, distracted. He can already imagine Cassio’s
kisses on Desdemona’s
In a famous speech, he bids farewell
to his peace of mind, and concludes, “Othello’s occupation’s
gone!” (357).
Although there has already been repetitive talk of “proof,” at
this point when he is already convinced of guilt, he at last
demands “proof’—“Villain, be sure thou prove my
a
whore;/Be sure of it. Give me the ocular proof...” (359-360).
Iago must “so prove/That probation bear no hinge nor loop/To
hang a doubt on... (364-366).” After Iago protests his injured
“honesty,” Othello repeats, “I’ll have some proof” (386). Be
fore offering him any, Iago further inflames Othello’s mind by
asking him if he must be the “supervisor” of the love-making to
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be “satisfied.” “It is impossible you should see this,” Iago con
cludes (402). Therefore, “If imputation and strong circum
stance” will satisfy him, he will give him evidence. Again
Othello demands, “Give me a living reason she’s disloyal” (409).
The “living reason” is, of course, Iago’s fictitious account of
Cassio’s dream. After listening to these maddening details,
Othello is too distraught to question the authenticity of the
dream;
can only say that it “denotes a foregone conclusion.”
Iago speaks twice more of “proof,” but Othello is beyond
caring for proof. Instead, he wants Cassio dead and will furnish
himself with “some swift means of death” for Desdemona. In
the next scene and in Act IV, Scene i, Iago continues to pile on
additional “evidence,” but from the point at which he arrives at
the “foregone conclusion,” Othello never hesitates or looks
back again. The added evidence merely increases the fury of his
mounting rage.

The Moor, at the outset and by nature a balanced man of
reason, walks unsuspectingly into the trap set for him by Iago.
After he is too distraught to handle evidence, he demands
proof. By then Iago can offer him the simplest, most obvious of
fallacies, the fallacy of the accident,4 and lead him to accept its
validity. If Desdemona pleads for Cassio, she is guilty. There are
no other alternatives. His account of Cassio’s dream is “proof”
of adultery. Iago even warns Othello that his evidence may be
invalid: it is circumstantial, “imputations and strong circum
stance.” What he has told Othello, this “living reason,” is
merely
account of a dream. But in his disturbed state of
mind Othello can no longer tell the horrible dream from the
reality, which for him have become one. And finally, in the
most terrible moment of the play, the man who could move the
Venetian Senate with unexampled clarity and directness con
demns his wife and his comrade in
to death on this flimsy
“proof.” The dream “denoted a foregone conclusion”; it was
proof of something which had already happened. This is
enough.

4Thomas Wilson, The Rule of Reason, Conteining the Arte of Logique (London,
1552), 140R.
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As we see him in the beginning of the play, then, Othello is a
man who can stand before the Duke and the governing body of
Venice and answer charges brought against him by one of their
own members. His own modest claims to the contrary, he is a
Renaissance soldier-scholar, skilled in the arts of language as he
is in the art of war. For this reason his desperate attempt to see
things rationally in Act III, Scene iii, is a moment of great
pathos. His struggle and failure contribute finally to the pall of
tragedy which
over the play. Not only does a loving hus
band destroy an innocent wife but a man, a superior man, a
hero, is deprived of reason, the one gift which sets him and all
mankind above the animal in the Scale of Nature. Deprived of
reason, Othello becomes the helpless animal caught in the “net”
prepared by Iago.
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PICTURESQUE FAULKNERISMS

by George W. Boswell

During the 1960’s, with the single exception of Mark Twain,
no American author has stimulated the production of more
scholarly research than William Faulkner. Principal areas of
treatment have been contributions to his biography, study of
his fictional techniques, and the content and philosophy of
work. As he was
a master of language—representation of
dialect and coinage of word and phrase—this paper will attempt
to display some of this mastery and trace its origins under eight
headings: pronunciation, names, diction, morphology, figurative
language, syntax, titles of his books and short stories, and pro
verbial expressions.

As rendered by Faulkner, Southern Negro and poor-white
pronunciation is characterized by four principal divergencies
from standard English: omission of certain consonants,
especially the r; substitution of certain vowels for others; omis
sion of entire syllables; and certain intrusive consonants. The r is
dropped bob-wire (The Hamlet), liberry (The Mansion), reservoy (Uncle
to’a’ds for towards (Sartoris), and the follow
ing Negro words: kahysene for kerosene (Dr. Martino), cuiser
for curiouser (The Sound and the Fury), and Mo’ for Moore
(Sartoris). The idiot Ike Snopes is made to pronounce
name
as would a two-year-old child: H-mope (The Hamlet). The most
prominent substitution among strong vowels is [ɔ] for [a]:
Tawm for Tom (Absalom, Absalom!), Pawmp for Pomp (Light
in August), Fawhrest for Forrest (Uncle
mawkery (A
Fable), and quoilin for quarreling (The Sound and The Fury).
Others include [a] for [ae], as in Moster (The Mansion),
wropped (The Reivers), and norrer-asted (The Reivers); [ɛ] for
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[e] as in nekid for naked (The Hamlet); [au] for [ai] as in
mought (Absalom, Absalom!); [^] for [u] as in sut for soot (The
Town); [i] for [ï] as in nigras for Negroes (Intruder in the Dust);
[ɛ] for [^] as in shet (The Sound and the Fury); [æ] for [ɔ] as in
hant
Down,
[ɛ] for [i] as in twell and resk (Uncle
Willy); [a] for [a] as in cuckleburs (The Mansion); [o] for [u] as
in sho (The Hamlet); and [^] for [ɛ] as in trustle (A Fable).
Murry Falkner, William’s brother, reports that their grandfather,
the model for Old Bayard Sartoris, said air for are,1 and hurri
cane is rendered harrykin. Waggin for wagon (Miss Zilphia Gant)
demonstrates that unstressed vowels may diverge from standard
pronunciation.
Many entire syllables are omitted, as in spurts for spirits
(Notes on a Horsethief), twell for until (The Sound and the
Fury), Miz for Mrs. (The Town), Shurf for Sheriff (Intruder in
the Dust), ’voce for divorce (Go Down,
and gempmuns
(Dr. Martino). Occasionally one consonant will be substituted
for another, as in get shed of (Uncle Willy). Examples of intrus
ive consonants are as follows: r in winders and elbers (The
Hamlet); y in colyums (The Mansion), centawyer for centaur
(The Town), and vilyun (The Sound and the Fury); w in twell
for until, as cited above; b in chimbley (The Town); and t in
rear-backted (Knight's Gambit), pie-face-ted (Sanctuary), and
norrer-asted, as cited above. Over-elegant efforts at pro
nunciation result in some humor, especially as performed by V.
K. Ratliff: a-teelyer, dee-neweyment, eupheemism, eefeet, and
decorious (The Mansion).

Proper names in Faulkner’s works are of five types: place
names, surnames, first names, nicknames, and, by slight stretch
ing of definition, epithets. Of place names his most famous
example is that for his imaginary county, Yoknapatawpha. It is
derived from the river that flows south of Oxford,
Yoconopatawpha, from the Chickasaw Indian, which is now
called Yocona and pronounced Yokny. Family names, cannily
appropriate, in his works have three kinds of origin: local sur1 Murry C. Falkner, The Falkners of Mississippi (Baton Rouge, La.: Louisiana
State University Press, 1967), p. 7.
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names, allegory, and physical sound.
Varner, and
Shegog are familiar in Lafayette County. John Cullen showed
how an Oxford figure prominent in history, Jacob Thompson,
provided an
metathesized Jason Compson;2 there was a
local Senator Snipes; and a young Sartoris attended school in
Sardis in neighboring Panola County. Allegorical significance
can be demonstrated in such surnames as Meadowfill, Christ
mas, Hightower, Grove, and perhaps Bundren (Bunyan’s bur
den) and Bascomb (base-come), and etymology in Workitt (“on
a wood”), Quick (“cow farm”), Edmonds (“rich protector”),
and Compson (“hollow estate”). Ironically Gowrie, who was a
farmer, bears a name that meant metal-worker; McCallum a
name that meant “son of a dove-like one”; and Popeye Vitelli,
who was bom half-dead, never wholly achieved vitality, and
dealt death with his pistol, a name that means life. As for the
stigma of sound, Faulkner himself comments in Intruder in the
Dust and Requiem for a Nun
the folk-etymologized degene
racy of such surnames as Mannigoe, Weddel, Workitt, Ingrum,
and Grinnup. Flem Snopes is in a class to himself: his name
connotes phlegm, spit, suffocation, snipe, snake, snoop, rope,
nope, mopes blended together via all the kinds of origin that we
have been considering.

Out of the welter of personal names among Faulkner’s twelve
hundred characters, some few generalizations can be drawn. His
Indian names are either untranslated or translated Chickasaw:
Ikkemotubbe, Moketubbe, and Issetibbeha on the analogy of
existing names like Pistonatubbe, Noosahkatubby, and
Tobetubbe, this last a creek just west of Oxford; and “Sometimes-Wakeup,” Three Basket, and Had-Two-Fathers. From
literature, history, and commerce we get Thucydus (McCaslin),
Raphael Semmes MacCallum, and Watkins Products Snopes. In
recognizable ways the etymology of some Christian names may
describe their bearers: Tobe, God is good; Abner, father is fire;
Gavin, hawk of battle; Lucas, light; Maury, dim twilight. On the
other hand, as many exert ironic comment: Benjy, “the son of
my right hand”; Eustace (Grimm), tranquil, stable; Temple,
2 John B. Cullen in collaboration with Floyd C. Watkins, Old Times in
Faulk
Country (Chapel Hill, N. C.: University of North Carolina Press, 1961), p. 80.
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place of God’s worship; Eupheus, attractive and well-balanced;
Jason, healer; and Jesus, Nancy’s husband, saviour. Mink
(Snopes), not a nickname, suggests the bearer’s character; Wash
Jones’s murder of Sutpen cleanses the country of Sutpen’s sin;
and Dari, whose name means darling and who is the only Bundren capable of love, excites the implacable hatred of all his
kindred.
Nicknames are derived either from the first name of a charac
ter or, more picturesquely, from his appearance, nature, or
activities. Examples of the first method are Loosh, Rat, Res
(from Orestes), Roth (from Carothers), Clytie, Vangie, ’Philus,
Possum (folk etymology from Parsham), and Ringo (Marengo).
As John Faulkner tells us, Jack Falkner’s efforts as a child to
pronounce their brother William’s name resulted in
“Memmie.”3 Other origins of nicknames are family relationship
(“Damuddy,” Dad’s mother [?], profession (Doc, and Picklock
in A Fable), insult (Monk Odlethrop), irony (Uncle Bud in
Sanctuary, a child), age (old Man One Hundred and One
McCaslin), physical description (Uncle Hog-Eye Mosby and Nub
Gowrie), and Place of
the Roots of a Tree (Mulberry
in Requiem for a Nun and Sickymo in Go Down, Moses).
Obscurity, ambiguity, and name taboo combined to cause
Faulkner often to employ epithets in reference to certain
characters. That name taboo was attractive to his nature is illus
trated by an incident in the circulating library of the GathrightReed drugstore in Oxford. One day he was seen scanning the
slips in the books. When queried by the attendant, David Ross,
he said: “I’m just looking through these cards to see if I
accidentally signed one of them, because one of these days my
signature will be famous and I don’t want it on one of these
cards.”4 In The Hamlet Mrs. Mink Snopes is identified as “the
untidy mass of bleached hair”; in “Ad Astra” the epithets are
illustrative of the origin of surnames: “Comyn with his blood
shot pig’s
Sartoris with his white nostrils”; and repeatedly
3 John Faulkner, My Brother

(New York: Trident Press, 1963), p. 51.

4 Personal communication.
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in A Fable the Quartermaster-General is identified only by his
description: “A man with a vast sick flaccid moon of a face and
hungry and passionate eyes.”

Faulkner’s sharp ear for words and imaginativeness in their
creative employment may be illustrated under eight headings:
dialect, compounding, back-formation, conversion, blend,
coinage, folk etymology, and euphemism. At the University of
Virginia he said he was trying to render four separate dialects:
that of the educated Southerner, of the poor white, of the
Southern Negro, and of the Negro who moved from South to
North. Informal vocabulary in his works extends from mild
colloquialism like fetch (Negro, Requiem for a Nun) and yon
(Absalom, Absalom!) through general slang like jazzing (The
Mansion) and bollix (The Reivers) to a rich display of Southernisms: sawchunk for short log (The Unvanquished), hound for
the lower front brace of a wagon (The Hamlet), beggar lice (The
Sound and the Fury), leastways (Intruder
the Dust), chaps
for children (The Hamlet), and projeckin’. with for meddling
(Negro,
Sound and the Fury). Pussel-gutted, meaning
bloated (The Hamlet) is a compound presumably from the fatty
weed pursley or purslane. Examples of back-formation are to
sull (as though the -en of sullen were a suffix, The Sound and
the Fury), mirate, from admiration (John Faulkner, My Brother
Bill), and to become abolished, from abolitionism (Negro, The
Unvanquished— Loosh proclaims, “I done been abolished”).
Functional shift often converts adjective to verb: gaunted
(Knight’s Gambit), desperated (“he was desperated up to some
thing,” Light in August), and soupled (“[he was] soupled out
flat,” Go Down, Moses).
Always fascinating are the kinds of words known as blends or
portmanteau words. Examples are agoment (from agony and
torment, The Town), mizzling (mist and drizzling, Uncle Willy),
squinching (squinting and wincing or winching, Light
August), and scrooched (screwed, scrounged, and crouched,
Negro, Sartoris). Some terms seem to be original creations, like
hoicked and hipering in The Town (“she hoicked him from
between his plow-handles” and “he come hipering across the
square”) and pugnuckling and bobbasheely in The Reivers. Bob-
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basheely, intransitive verb meaning to meander, presumably de
rives from the name of a crooked little river in Mississippi. By
folk or popular etymology Grover, the cook’s son in “After
noon of a Cow,” suffers a name-change to Rover, vagrancy is
rendered fragrancy (The Reivers), ambush and-bush (Uncle
Willy), hermaphroditic hemophilic (The Wild Palms), Château
Thierry Shatter Theory (The Mansion), and sardine “sour dean”
(The Reivers). Likewise in The Reivers “
Law” is explained
in terms of proscription of the occasions when the folks
“blewed in all the money Saturday night.” Euphemism is
accomplished by either metaphor or omission. Of his wife’s
pregnancy to the Baptist deacon in “That Evening Sun,” Jesus
“said it was a watermelon that Nancy had under her dress.”
O. Snopes said in The Hamlet: “The Snopes name has done held
its head up too long in this country to have no such reproaches
against it like stock-diddling.” In The Mansion Faulkner speaks
of the trouble
Eula “(or whoever it was) found the first
hair on her bump” and of the pressure on her father to marry
her off quickly “if he didn’t want a woods colt in his back yard
next grass.” Censorship by omission takes place in The Hamlet
when Houston is represented as saying “—t”5 andin The Man
sion when Linda speaks to Stevens, “ ‘But you can me,’
said. That’s right.
used the explicit word, speaking the hard
brutal guttural in the quacking duck’s voice.”6
The most common morphological features are the strong con
jugation of a weak verb and the inflectional ending —en. There
appear holp for helped (Uncle Willy), dumb for climbed (The
Hamlet), skun for skinned (Go Down, Moses), and, a dialectal
preterit for a strong verb, druv for drove (The Hamlet).
Occasionally a strong verb will be conjugated weak: taken for
took and shaken for shook (Uncle Willy). To verbs, conjunc
tions, adjectives, adverbs, and pronouns an —n or —en ending
may be attached: hopen for hope (“had hopened,” Light in
August), “let him get offen this ground and quieten hit” (The
Hamlet), unlessen (The Reivers), “my blooden children” (As I
5 William Faulkner, The Hamlet (New York: Random House, 1931), p. 63.

6 William Faulkner, The Mansion (New York: Random
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Lay Dying), and “likely it ain’t fitten for hawgs,” “Ab turned
the team outen the road,” and oum, youm, and theirn (The
Hamlet).
Abundantly present in most of the greatest imaginative litera
ture are symbols and tropes. When queried in Virginia concern
ing the consciousness of his symbolism, Faulkner characteristi
cally disclaimed most of what critics have discovered but con
fessed to Old Ben the bear in Go Down, Moses, as a symbol of
“the vanishing wilderness” and the little fyce dog of the
“indomitable spirit of man.” Other symbols called such in his
books include Flem Snopes’s “tiny machine-made black bow”
tie and the sex-symbols the “steel-and-wood” plow and the
automobile; objects so identified by critics are Jewel’s horse in
As I Lay Dying, the hearth as home, love, and domestic con
tinuity in “The Fire and the Hearth,” the sword-cross and the
bird in A
and the phallus in Pylon. Figures of speech are
metaphor (the boys sniffing about Eula Varner in The Hamlet
are “two-legged feice”; in impregnating
wife in Sanctuary a
man is said to have “laid a crop by”); simile (“loverlike,” of Old
Ben in Go Down, Moses; “like a roach up a drainpipe” in The
Hamlet; and extended or epic similes especially, perhaps, in A
Fable); metonymy (“I been watching the dripping sterns of
steaks for two days now,” The Hamlet); hyperbole (the fron
tiersmen
“roaring with Protestant scripture and boiled
whiskey,” Requiem for a Nun; “we first saw Mrs. Snopes walk
ing in the Square giving off that terrifying impression that in
another second her flesh itself would bum her garments off,
leaving not even a veil of ashes between her and the light of
day,” The Town); synaesthesia (“My nose could see gasoline,”
The Sound and the Fury, and “What’s that sound I smell?”, The
Town); and onomatopoeia (“Chuck, Chuck, Chuck, of the
adze,” As I Lay Dying, and “Hush Hush of the sea” in
“Once Aboard the Lugger.”?
Agreement, syntax, and phraseology
likewise
in
which linguistic exuberance can function. Verbs may not agree
with their subjects (“a man dont,” The Hamlet, and “I gots,”
7Contempo, I,

17 (February 1, 1932), 4.
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Go Down, Moses) and pronouns with their antecedents
(molasses they, Intruder in the Dust). Words are omitted
(“ought to taken,” As I Lay Dying), inserted (“on a credit,”
Pylon), and substituted for others (“in course,” The Reivers,
and “to be shut of,” The Town). There are the double negative
(not nothing, The Hamlet), the group plural (“the poor son of a
bitches,” The Mansion), and the reversal in logic (“it ain’t that
it is, that itches you,” The Hamlet), and “He should be lawed
for treating her so,” As I Lay Dying). Some of Faulkner’s pet
phrases, critics say, are overused, like “maniacal fury” in Pylon
and “the yearly pageant-rite of the old bear’s furious
immortality,” Go Down, Moses. From religion comes Doc
Hines’s “bitchery and abomination!” (Light in August) and the
Reverend Shegog’s “I got de ricklickshun en
blood of de
Lamb!” (The Sound and the Fury). From folksong, drama, and
litany comes Mollie Beauchamp’s antiphonal intonation in Go
Down, Moses:

Sold him in Egypt and now he dead.
Oh yes, Lord. Sold him in Egypt.
Sold him in Egypt.
And now he dead.
Sold him to Pharaoh.
And now he dead.

In two novels, Sartoris and
Sound and the Fury, Faulk
ner employs the folkway and expression “Chris’ mus gif’.”
Another phrase, this one based on superstition and remedy, is
“the hair of the dog,” As I Lay Dying.
is an imaginative
extension of an ancient cure for dog bite, the application to the
wound of some burned hair from the offending dog. Early this
was stretched to allude to the morning drink to cure hangover
and then to any drink, as among the Southwestern yam
spinners—“Having taken a couple of fingers of ‘har.’” Skeet
MacGowan
the expression for his promised cure of preg
nant Dewey Dell Bundren. Other spectacular phrases are
“projeckin’ with” (The Sound and the Fury) to mean tampering
with, “with a hand full of gimme and a mouth full of much
oblige” (The Town), “Ah wouldn’t mint no dog chunkin’ hit”
(“Pantaloon in Black”), “fish, or cut bait” (Knight's Gambit:
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either take action yourself or assist someone else to accomplish
something), and “tear meat or squeal” (Absalom, Absalom!:
one must either attack or suffer the pains of being attacked).

Approximately a third of the titles of his works Faulkner
drew from folk literature. One is from a translation of the
Greek epic: As I Lay Dying from the Odyssey. Four are from
Greek mythology: The Marble Faun, “Damon and Pythias,”
“Mr. Icarius,” and “Centaur in Brass.” Four are Biblical, not to
mention the “Father Abraham” that was an unpublished prede
cessor of The Hamlet and “If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem,” a
deleted title of The Wild Palms: Absalom, Absalom!, “Out of
Nazareth,” “The Kingdom of God,” and “Hand upon the
Waters.” Four are from folksongs: Go Down, Moses, “That
Evening Sun,” “Frankie and Johnny,” and “Yo Ho and Two
Bottles of Rum.” Two are folklore
and an example of it:
A Fable and “Country Mice.” Three are connected with luck:
These 13, “Chance,” and “Cheest” (tout’s slang for Jesus). Two
are derived from folk phraseology: Light August and “Gold
Not Always.” One, The Reivers, is Scottish dialect. Four have
to do with sport: Knight's Gambit, “Fox Hunt,” “Bear Hunt,”
and “Fool about a Horse.” Five are nicknames: Old Man, “The
Kid Learns,” “Monk,” “Elly,” and “Uncle Willy.” One is
custom: “Shingles for the Lord”; one is a magic object: The
Wishing Tree; one is symbol: “ Rose for Emily”; one is from
Persian folklore: “Lizards in Jamshyd’s Courtyard”; and the last
is “Golden Land.”
The eighth and last group of picturesque Faulknerisms is
proverbs, that basic and briefest literary
He
proverbs
in two connections: to contribute appropriate atmosphere to a
scene, and to ridicule a certain type of odious character, most
often I. O. Snopes. The Indian chief Ikkemotubbe observed, “
woman’s fancy is like a butterfly which, hovering from flower
to flower, pauses at the last as like as not where a horse has
stood.” In Knight's Gambit we read: “Never prescribe for a
physician nor invite a postman to a walk” and “There ain’t
nowhere you can hide from either lightning or love.” Old man
Will Falls observes in Sartoris: “Deestruction’s like ary other
coward. Hit won’t strike a feller that’s a-lookin’ hit in the eye
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lessen he pushes hit too dost,” and Uncle Will Varner in The
Hamlet: “There’s a pill for every ill but the last one” and
“Breathing is a sigh-draft dated yesterday.” Of Varner it is
asserted “that a milder-mannered man never bled a mule or
stuffed a ballot-box.”8 In The Town Flem Snopes is imagined
as stating: “It’s like my old pappy used to say: Two traps will
hold twice as many coons as one trap,” and Ratliff in
Mansion utters the wellerism “As the feller says, any spoke
leads sooner or later to the rim.”
With I. O. Snopes the mouthing, mangling, and misapplica
tion of worn saws is a way of life and a characterization tool.
“Save the hoof and save all. . . . Love me, love my horse, beggars
can’t be choosers, if wishes were horseflesh we’d all own
thoroughbreds. . Sin’s in the eye of the beholder, cast the beam
outen your neighbors’ eyes and out of sight is out of mind”
(The Hamlet). “Even a fool wont tread where he jest got
through watching somebody else get bit” The Town). On one
occasion in The Hamlet Ratliff became so outdone with I. O.
that he began ridiculing him in his own coin, far more
imaginatively, using the trenchant puns that
out of I. O.’s
reach: “Off with the old and on with the new; the old job at the
old stand, maybe a new fellow doing the jobbing but it’s the
same old stem getting reamed out?...Big ears have little pitchers,
the world beats a track to the rich man’s hog-pen but it ain’t
every family
a new lawyer, not to mention a prophet. Waste
not want not, except that a full waist dont need no prophet to
prophesy a profit and just whose.”

8 Based on Byron’s description of Lambro the pirate, Don Juan, Canto Three,
Stanza XLI: “He was the mildest manner’d man I That ever scuttled ship or cut a
throat.”
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RATIONALITY AND DELUSION IN JANE AUSTIN'S EMMA

by Sarah Latimer Marshall

Rationality informs delusion in Jane Austen’s Emma. That
Miss Austen
what C. S. Lewis recognizes as the “great
abstract nouns of the classical English moralists”1 seems appro
priate. What is it, however, that renders her work in Mr. Lewis’s
words: “hard, clear, definable”? Analysis of Miss Austen’s
manipulation of one of these great abstractions, the concept of
rationality (which embraces sound judgment, good sense, sen
sibleness, reasonableness, even sanity) helps to define Emma
while it answers the question.
Although the numerous appearances in the novel of the word
rational or of its implications suggest the importance of the
concept to the work, the significance lies in the author’s
brilliant architectonic handling. Serving as it does to implement
her irony, linked as it is signally to each important marriage or
engagement blunder, the concept of rationality (as it is or as it
merely seems to be) undergirds Emma. For, although some
critics consider that marriage or match-making is the subject of
the novel, deception of self or of others seems paramount.
Emma’s trust in her own judgment—what Howard S. Babb
labels her “most basic trait”2—initially causes her self-deception
and leads ultimately to her deception about others. Deception
in the work, then, pivots around judgment. Emma’s illusion
1 C . S. Lewis, “A Note on Jane Austen,” in Jane Austen: A Collection of Critical
Essays, ed. by Ian Watt (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963), p.
28.

2 Howard S. Babb, Jane Austen’s Novels (Hamden, Connecticut: The Shoe String
Press, Inc., 1967), p. 176.
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about her judgment—that it is sound and rational—produces the
over-riding irony of the book. Her illusion, in fact, is the great
irony. The concomitant and sometimes resultant illusions of
others deepen the entanglements and enrich the novel. Conse
quently the study of the relationship between rationality and
delusion illuminates both plot and character.
Miss Austen carefully establishes and builds on Mr. Knight
ley’s good sense. She, in fact, introduces him as “a sensible
man,”3 she puts words of good sense into his mouth, she reveals
his admiration for good sense, and she illustrates his consis
tently rational behavior. That this man, who seems thus to
epitomize good sense, can succumb to imagination, can substi
tute the veil of illusion for reality, seems impossible. But even
his rationality does not remain inviolate. And although in a
sense Miss Austen’s insistence on Mr. Knightley’s rational be
havior and his exercise of good judgment positions him as a foil
for Emma or as a yardstick against which her misjudgments can
be measured, the fact that he does succumb to illusion, instead
of weakening his character, humanizes him and adds to the
irony inherent in the word rational.

Jane Austen’s own words about Emma—that in her she
planned to create “a heroine whom no one but myself will
much like”4—seem suspect. The contrary idea persists: that
Miss Austen would have been disappointed had others not liked
her Emma. Why else did she present Emma sympathetically? To
be sure, Emma’s actions are not always laudable, but the
heroine is almost universally liked; she is spoiled and proud, but
she is not irreparably so.
Carefully, deftly, the author bestows on her heroine every
reason to be as she is—selfish. “Handsome, clever, and rich” (p.
1), Emma has always been sheltered, pampered, and en3 Jane Austen, Emma,
by Lionel Trilling (Riverside Edition; Cambridge, Massa
chusetts: The Riverside Press, 1957), p. 4; hereafter page numbers of quoted
material, referring to this edition, will be inserted in the text.
4 James Edward Austen-Leigh, Memoir of Jane Austen, ed. by R. W. Chapman
(first published 1870; Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1926), p. 157.
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Emma ignores the praise and volunteers the information that
Harriet has already refused the proposal. Her news shocks Mr.
Knightley, who reacts by telling Emma that Harriet’s refusal
shows that "she is not a sensible girl” and that Martin “is as
much her superior in sense as in situation” (p. 45). But Emma
blithely insists that Harriet has better sense than Mr. Knightley
recognizes. Exasperated, Mr. Knightley, who does not deny
Emma’s capability for sound judgment, sadly objects to her
abuse of her faculty: “Better be without sense, than misapply it
as you do” (p. 48).

Accurately assessing Emma’s influence in the refusal, Mr.
Knightley warns her that if she thinks Mr. Elton will marry
Harriet, Emma has misjudged the ambitious young vicar too.
Mr. Knightley knows that behind Mr. Elton’s sentimental words
lies rationality of action and that, regardless of her beauty, the
vicar will not marry a penniless girl. Both vexed, the two arrive
at
impasse and part. To herself, however, Emma admits that
she does not “feel so absolutely satisfied with herself, so en
tirely convinced that her opinions were right and her adversary’s
wrong, as Mr. Knightly” (p. 50). But this twinge does not long
deter Emma. She continues to misinterpret; she encourages
Harriet’s consideration of Mr. Elton.

Emma’s refusal to recognize Mr. Elton’s charade as a compli
ment to herself furnishes a ludicrous incident. Even though Mr.
Elton tells Emma that his poem is not for Miss Smith’s
collection, Emma thrusts it into the young girl’s hand and pro
ceeds to entangle it for her. Undeterred even by such words as
“Thy ready wit” and knowing full well Harriet’s lack of clever
ness, Emma nevertheless persuades her friend that Mr. Elton is
indeed courting her.
Even Emma’s brother-in-law, Mr. John Knightley, who brings
his family from London for a visit, needs only a little time to
assess the situation. Shortly after his arrival he warns Emma
that she herself is Mr. Elton’s object and that her behavior
seems to be encouraging the man.
blithely, Emma muses
on “the mistakes which people of high pretensions to judg
ment” (p. 86) ever fall into; again blindly, she fails to recog
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nize her own “high pretensions to judgment.” Mr. Elton’s final
declaration of
love for Emma can only result
feeling, in
this case lasting ill
That Emma could have considered
Harriet an appropriate
for the vicar affronts him. Too late
Emma recognizes the Knightley brothers’ penetration and
laments her own active participation. But characteristically,
wondering how to soften the blow for Harriet, Emma considers
the possibility of another suitor. With such yeast her
imagination begins to ferment anew.
Almost immediately, however, Emma’s concern about
Harriet becomes eclipsed by the anticipation of Frank
Churchill’s visit to the
Here again Mr. Knightley’s idea
of good sense conflicts with Emma’s. Emma, whose imagination
has already magnified her ex-govemess’s step-son, excuses his
delayed visit to
father. She tells Mr. Knightley that she can
understand Frank’s difficulty in leaving
guardians. But Mr.
Knightley insists that “a sensible man”
113) would have had
no difficulty in declaring and administering his filial duty.
Emma argues for the young man’s dependence upon the
Churchills, while Mr. Knightley just as stoutly maintains that
Frank should have questioned unworthy attitudes in their
authority “as he became rational” (p. 114). The implication
that Frank’s maturity has not included his rational faculty is
strong. Thus, before the young man makes his appearance, his
good sense seems questionable.
Notwithstanding Mr. Knightley’s comments, Emma’s first
sight of Frank Churchill confirms the opinion that her imagina
tion has formed. Immediately she notices his good looks and his
poise, important characteristics to Emma. “Quick and sensible”
(p. 146) he seems. His return on the next day to Highbury with
Mrs. Weston confirms Emma’s previous opinion; this visit
affords her enough time in which to form a “reasonable judg
ment” (p. 151). To be sure, her opinion is soon shaken by
Frank’s journey all the way to London ostensibly to have
hair cut. Such behavior hardly accorded even “with the
rationality of plan” (p. 157) that Emma had discerned
him.
But
she wants him to be what
thinks he is, she soon
makes light of his silly action. In fact, her imagination produces
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couraged, even in her deception about her judgment.
Surrounded, almost smothered, by her doting, valetudinarian
father and her somewhat worshipful governess, Emma can be no
other person. Miss Austen more than suggests her heroine at the
outset; she exposes Emma completely: “The real evils indeed of
Emma’s situation were the power of having rather too much her
own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself;
these were the disadvantages which threatened alloy to her
many enjoyments” (p. 1). The following sentence contains the
germ: “The danger, however, was at present so unperceived,
that they did not by any means rank as misfortunes with her”
1). The remainder of the novel is concerned with the per
ception of the evils of Emma’s situation, the disadvantages
which contribute to her deception.
Elizabeth Jenkins’ implication that Emma would have be
haved rationally had she been busier needs clarification.5 Emma
stays busy.
is perpetually concerned with other people’s
business. That she is allowed her own way and that she feels
herself capable of ordering the lives of others encourages her in
her busy-ness. Her blunders
plausibly, therefore, from her
imperceptions. These blunders admittedly provoke momentary
dissatisfaction with Emma; her pride in her judgment provokes
even more—an actual distaste. But the twinges of conscience
that follow the blunders and deepen as the novel progresses help
to gain sympathy for Emma. Unsympathetically pitted against
Mr. Knightley, Emma would have gone down in defeat, ob
scured by his good sense. Instead, she emerges from her educa
tion out of deception a heroine appropriate even as wife to the
nearly incomparable Mr. Knightley.

Rationality applied to blindness and blunders helps untangle
the web of Emma. An ambiguously sensible atmosphere
surrounds Emma’s first blunder, the Smith-Martin-Elton fiasco,
ambiguous
what seems sensible to one seems not sensible
to another. Snobbishly Emma attributes good sense to Harriet
Smith because the orphaned parlour-boarder seemed “grateful
5 Elizabeth Jenkins, Jane Austen (New York: Pellegrini and Cudahy, 1949), p.
285.

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol9/iss1/11

66



Editors: Vol. 9 (1968): Full issue

60 Rationality and

delusion in Jane

Austen’s Emma

for being admitted to Hartfield” (p. 15). On such a superficial
Emma
her first deception. Even though Mr.
Knightley’s tenant, Robert Martin, appears sensible to Emma at
the first meeting, even though she admits that
letter of
proposal to Harriet expresses good sense, and even though
Emma later repeats that he is, no doubt, “a sensible man” (p.
37), she ignores these rational deductions. Her imagination
transformed the parlour-boarder, has placed her out of the
reach of a mere farmer, although he is a man of sense. Ironi
cally, Emma believes that she maintains a penetrating insight
into Harriet’s situation. Undeterred by Harriet’s blighted parent
age, disregarding Harriet’s lack of cleverness, Emma decides to
sponsor the young orphan. She convinces herself that “it would
be an interesting, and certainly a very kind undertaking; highly
becoming her own situation in life, her leisure, and powers” (p.
16). Here, as elsewhere, Emma believes that she exercises her
reason even when, as Joseph M. Duffy comments, “she is most
under the influence of her imagination.”6

Mr. Knightley mistrusts Emma’s growing intimacy with
Harriet. Seeing both girls accurately and fearing the result of
their relationship, he voices his fear to Mrs. Weston, whose love
of Emma serves to blind Emma’s ex-governess. Mrs. Weston
cannot admit that any harm will come from the uneven friend
ship; she twits Mr. Knightley: “I either depend more upon
Emma’s good sense than you do, or am more anxious for her
present comfort”
28). Here Mrs. Weston reveals that she
wears blinders not only regarding Emma but also in regard to
Mr. Knightley. In truth, Mr. Knightley knows Emma well
enough to fear her good sense; he remains anxious about her
comfort in a more real sense than does anybody; he is even
anxious about the comfort of her conscience.
When Mr. Knightley suggests Robert Martin as Harriet’s hus
band to Emma, their confrontation revolves around good sense,
Mr. Knightley bestows upon the farmer high praise: “I never
hear better sense from any one than Robert Martin” (p. 44).
6Joseph M. Duffy, Jr., “Emma: The Awakening from Innocence,” ELH, XXI
(March, 1954), 43.
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an equally silly rationalization: “Silly things do cease to be silly
if they are done by
people in
impudent way” (p.
163). She has prejudged Frank as sensible; she is determined to
maintain her fiction. And because she has earmarked him for
Harriet, Emma continues to misconstrue the subsequent events.
Her fabrication of the mysterious donor of Jane Fairfax’s piano
forte; her illusion that Frank has fallen in love with her; her
refusal to recognize his many appearances at the Bateses, where
Jane is visiting—all indicate Emma’s willing subjection to her
imagination.
Before the second engagement blunder becomes fully
apparent, the third has begun. Its nexus to the others lies in
another misapplication of
Miss Austen, indeed, cleverly
foreshadows the outcome with that one word. Emma—musing
on Harriet’s tender heart, on her own lack of this quality, and
on its importance to a wife, especially to the wife of a sensible
man—furnishes the clue. Here Emma equates sensible with
Frank Churchill; but Harriet equates sensible with Mr. Knight
ley. Henceforth, Harriet interprets the subject of Emma’s every
remark as Mr. Knightley, when in reality Emma is speaking of
Frank. Miss Austen’s artistry renders the situation plausible. No
names appear in the conversations. Because of this initial mis
understanding of the identity of the sensible man, the subse
quent incredible events become believable.

Emma and Harriet are not alone in their blindness, and
Emma is not the only match-maker. In their desire to promote a
romance between Emma and Frank, the Westons overlook his
numerous attentions to the Bateses. Not content with one
romance, Mrs. Weston imagines another: one between Jane Fair
fax and Mr. Knightley. When Mrs. Weston mentions this possi
bility to Emma, Emma’s instant reaction, “Mr. Knightley must
not marry!” (p. 173) reveals more about Emma than she herself
knows. She neither recognizes the extent of her love for Mr.
Knightley nor her proprietary attitude toward him for what it
really is. Ironically, Emma, whose imagination has no bounds,
accuses Mrs. Weston of allowing her fancy to run free. But the
seed has been planted. And henceforth Emma will read more
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into Mr. Knightley’s actions than they imply while Harriet
simultaneously misinterprets them.

Frank’s return after Mrs. Churchill’s two month
prompts the Westons to renew their plans for a ball at the
Crown. The ball masks more illusion. Emma senses that Frank’s
absence has lessened his love for her, but she still mistakenly
attributes his restlessness to agitation in her presence.
is, of
course, awaiting Jane’s arrival. Emma, disturbed by Mr. Knight
ley’s failure to dance, dislikes his thus classing himself with
“husbands, and fathers, and whist-players” (p. 254). She still
however, does not understand her perturbation. Mr. Knightley,
accurately recognizing Mr. Elton’s refusal to dance with Harriet
as
insult not only to Harriet but also to Emma, pities the
humiliated girl. Consequently he dances with Harriet. Both
and the grateful Emma are unaware of the meaning that Harriet
attaches to his action. After witnessing other insults by the
Eltons at the ball, Mr. Knightley unwittingly buttresses Emma’s
opinion that Harriet is suitable for Frank when he tells Emma
that the young girl has first rate qualities that Mrs. Elton
lacks—qualities “infinitely to be preferred by any man of sense
and taste” (p. 258). Emma, who believes Frank to be such a
man,
Mr. Knightley’s tacit consent for the romance.
Thus the ball serves to heighten the numerous deceptions:
Emma’s deceptions about Frank’s love for herself, Harriet’s suit
ability for Frank, and Mr. Knightley’s concurrence in such a
match; and Harriet’s deception concerning Mr. Knightley as her
approved suitor.
After the ball Emma anticipates a happy summer which
would include certain ingredients: “Harriet rational, Frank
Churchill not too much in love, and Mr. Knightley not wanting
to quarrel with her” (p. 259). When a few days later Harriet
relinquishes her treasures—relics of her imaginary love affair
with Mr. Elton—to Emma, Harriet offers their destruction as
proof that she has grown rational. Emma interprets this move as
a portent of her happy summer, never dreaming that the en
counter will in reality produce deeper entanglements. And
Harriet’s subsequent confession that she will never marry
quickens Emma’s fertile imagination. Emma, believing that the
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basis of Harriet’s decision lies in her awareness of the
superiority of Frank Churchill’s situation in life, suggests that
such differences have been overcome before. Since no names are
mentioned, Emma’s remarks merely encourage Harriet’s
affection for Mr. Knightley, for now Harriet believes that she
has Emma’s approval.
Throughout the summer the comedy of entanglements con
tinues to revolve around misconceptions. Mr. Knightley senses
something between Frank and Jane, while the
promote
Frank for Emma and Emma intends him for Harriet. When Mr.
Knightley tells Emma of his suspicion, she laughingly accuses
him of being too free with his imagination. Her confidence that
nothing exists between the two staggers Mr. Knightley. Very
soon her turn to be staggered arrives. Frank and Jane’s secret
engagement becomes known. The poor Westons fear Emma’s
reaction; Mr. Knightley, who has misinterpreted Emma’s
interest in Frank, fears Emma’s reaction; Emma wonders how
Harriet
stand this second blow. But Emma soon convinces
the Westons that she never did
Frank, and Harriet assures
Emma that the engagement means nothing to her. Next comes
the staggering blow. Harriet confides her
for Mr. Knightley,
her belief that he returns her affection, and her assumption—
which stems from their different interpretations of the sensible
man—that Emma approves. Harriet’s confidence rends Emma’s
illusion. Suddenly, as the force of her own
for Mr. Knight
ley penetrates, Emma faces her irrational behavior and her lack
of sensitivity to others. Her remembrance of Mr. Knightley’s
opinion of Harriet’s qualities adds to her despair. She laments
facet that the sudden illumination has revealed except
one—the depth of her attachment for Mr. Knightley. The
saddened Emma, who recently anticipated a happy summer,
now only hopes that future winters, though they may be less
filled with gaiety, will find her “more rational” (p. 332).
The
soon shines again on Emma. Mr. Knightley’s re
appearance removes the remaining illusions: his concern that
Emma
for Frank and Emma’s belief that Mr. Knightley
returns Harriet’s affection. After Emma assures him, however,
that the Churchill-Fairfax engagement means nothing to her,
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Mr. Knightley reveals his love for Emma. In half an hour all
“ignorance, jealousy, or distrust” (p. 339) disappears. Only
Harriet remains to cloud Emma’s happiness.
Harriet’s
hopes
be destroyed; again Emma is responsible, although
inadvertently, for these hopes. By now Emma
that she
had never seen the unfortunate girl: Emma’s opinion that “it
really was too much to hope even of Harriet, that she could be
in love with more than three men in one year” (p. 354) speaks
characteristically not only of Emma, as she contemplates
another match for Harriet, but also of Harriet, the depth of
whose attachments remains questionable.

Emma, who still maintains faith in her own judgment,
arranges for Harriet to spend some time with the John Knight
leys in London—time which Emma hopes will offer Harriet
diversion and peace of mind, thus hastening her recovery. And
besides, Emma can more fully enjoy her own newly discovered
free from Harriet’s palling presence. This time Emma has
judged accurately; the therapy works. Soon Mr. Knightley
brings Emma the news of Harriet’s engagement to Robert Mar
tin, the sensible farmer. Both Emma and Mr. Knightley admit to
errors—errors which had turned on misjudgment. Emma had
failed to recognize the value of Martin’s good sense, and Mr.
Knightley had judged Harriet too harshly.
With the disappearance of this last cloud, Emma reveals her
maturity: “What had she to wish for? Nothing, but to grow
more worthy of him, whose intentions and judgment had been
ever so superior to her own. Nothing, but that the lessons of her
past folly might teach her humility and circumspection in
future” (p. 374). Since Emma will remain Emma, her humility
and her circumspection may fluctuate. To be sure, her aware
of the feelings of others has deepened, but her joy in Mrs.
Weston’s baby daughter suggests future match-making. Mr.
Knightley, however, will be there, as he has been through the
years, to show Emma the truth. Thus Emma’s assessment of
Harriet’s ultimate situation extends to Emma’s own: “She
would be placed in the midst of those who loved her, and who
had better sense than herself” (p. 379). And thus the aura of
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good sense hovers over the end of the work as it did the
beginning.

Since this umbrella-like atmosphere, indeed, pervades Emma;
since the characters—whose disparate viewpoints distort the
concepts—reveal their dependence on common sense and judge
ment; and since the consequent distortion of judgment or mis
construction of common sense causes the major blunders; the
concept of rationality provides, in a sense, the web for Emma—
the web in which Emma, Harriet, Mr. Elton, Mr. and Mrs.
Weston, and even Mr. Knightley become entangled. Miss
Austen’s penchant for irony enabled her to spin the web from
the fabric of one abstract concept, that of rationality. In Emma
people and situations are seldom what they seem, and what
seems rational to one appears not sensible to another. But Miss
Austen’s
for manipulating truth and illusion produced in
Emma a likable heroine, who ultimately rues her misjudgments
and reveres Mr. Knightley’s judgment, and in Emma a durable,
sparkling prose comedy that remains, in Arnold Kettle’s words,
“a warm and living work of art.”7

7 Arnold Kettle, An Introduction
Row, Publishers, 1960), I, 100.

the English Novel (New York: Harper and
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by Robert W. Witt

In May, 1968, the Very Reverend Eric Abbott, Dean of West
minster, agreed with a plan to place a plaque in memory of
George Gordon, Lord Byron, in Poet’s Comer of Westminster
Abbey. Byron, of course, had never before received such recog
nition. At the time of his death in 1824 his body was refused
burial in Westminster Abbey because of his flagrant
immorality—
numerous affairs with women of the English
aristocracy, his scandalous divorce, his period of debauchery in
Venice, his association with the Countess Guiccioli, as well as
rumors of homosexual relationships and even of
incestuous
affair with his half-sister. These known escapades and rumors of
worse were enough to condemn Byron his day and for a long
while thereafter. Among these affairs, however, is one which,
though judged immoral, ironically helped to make Byron’s life
more stable and normal.
was, of course, his affair with the
Countess Teresa Guiccioli.

Bryon met Theresa in Venice in 1819. He was residing in
Venice after leaving England in self-exile because of the scandal
resulting from his divorce. One evening in April he attended a
conversazione held by the Countess Benzoni; during the course
of the evening she, as the hostess, urged Byron to be introduced
to the Countess Guiccioli. Byron at first hesitated but at last
consented, and Countess Benzoni introduced them.1
Teresa was, according to most accounts, beautiful and well1Leslie A. Marchand, Byron: A Biography
1957), II, 773-774.

vols.; New York: Alfred A. Knoff,
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educated—certainly better educated than the average Italian girl
of the aristocracy. Though she was no more than a teen-age girl
at the time, she was in the second year of her marriage to Count
Alessandro Guiccioli, a man more than forty years older than
she and one who had been married twice before. After the
introduction, Teresa told Byron that she was from Ravenna; he
expressed a desire to visit the city in order to see the tombs of
Dante and Francesca da Rimini. The conversation thus turned
to the great Italian poets of the past, and Byron was captivated
by her knowledge and intelligent conversation. She, of course,
was captivated by Byron. She had noticed him when she first
entered the room and felt an immediate attraction to him. The
conversation became prolonged, and later, when Count
Guiccioli came to remind Teresa that it was time for them to
go, she arose and departed as if in a trance. Before leaving the
conversazione, however, she agreed to meet Byron privately the
next day.2 Thus Lord Byron met and began pursuit of the one
who was to become
last romantic attachment. And for the
next four years he allowed this young Italian beauty to inspire
him and to influence him as, perhaps, no other woman ever had.

Byron was undoubtedly attracted to Teresa, but it was more
than physical attraction—her sheer vitality, her youthful high
spirits attracted him. She was, as Iris Origo suggests, a “silly”
woman, but certainly not a “stupid” one. In some ways she was
like Augusta, Byron’s half-sister, but she had more strength and
more sense, qualities which Byron admired.3
came close, in
fact, to being an embodiment of the beau idéal which he had
described in a conversation with Lady Blessington: “Now, my
beau idéal would be a woman with talent enough to be able to
understand mine, but not sufficient to be able to shine her
self.”4 At times Byron tried to resist Teresa, even tried to laugh
at her; but she was able to impose her will upon him, and

2Ibid. pp. 773-776.
3 Iris
The Last Attachment (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1949), p.
238.
4 Blessington, Marguerite (Power) Farmer Gardiner, Countess of, A Journal of
Conversations with Lord Byron (Boston: W. Veazie, 1859), p. 189.
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usually it was he who did what she wanted. The relationship,
therefore, was shaped according to Teresa’s standards
view
of life.5
Byron had sunk to a record low in his moral life during his
stay in Venice. Teresa saved him from this debauchery and
helped him to attain a peak in
emotional and intellectual
life, a peak which seems to have had a parallel in the produc
tivity and maturity of his literary career.6 Teresa, though, led
him into a life which was anything but quiet, according to
normal standards. Their lives were filled with periods of emo
tional storm and stress—lovers’ quarrels, political intrigues,
fights with Count Guiccioli especially during the period when
Teresa was divorcing him—but emotional storms, violent
passions, apparently enhanced Byron’s sense of existence and
thus increased his intellectual fertility. Teresa did, however,
make it possible for Byron to have an affectionate family life
(something he had not known before) among the members of
her family—the Gambas. Most important of all, perhaps, she
helped arrange his life into a routine which gave him leisure to
write. Iris Origo in The Last Attachment describes Byron’s life
under the influence of Teresa:
Since he worked all night at his studies, he seldom
went to bed before day, and consequently got up very
late—breakfasting on a cup of sugarless tea and the
yolk of a raw egg, without bread. He then read or
wrote letters until
afternoon ride, which took
place regularly two hours before sunset, and almost
invariably in the company of Pietro Gamba (Teresa’s
brother). . . At sundown Byron went home again and
dined frugally . . . while reading, or talking to his
dogs; he rested for half an hour, and then went to
spend the rest of the evening until 11 o’clock in
Teresa’s drawing room, in conversation, with a little
music on the piano-forte or the harp.7
5 Origo, The Last Attachment, pp. 11-13
6 Leslie A. Marchand, “Lord Byron and Count Alborghetti,” PMLA, XLIV (Sept
ember, 1949), 976, n. 1.
7 Origo, The Last Attachment, p. 237.
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In addition to providing him with leisure time, Teresa en
couraged him to write and both directly and indirectly in
fluenced his writing a great deal.

A number of Byron’s works unmistakably bear the direct
influence of Teresa. For example, he wrote several short poems
which were addressed to her or were specifically concerned with
her. One of these poems, “Stanzas to the Po,” was written
shortly after their first meeting; some of the background for
this poem will indicate the influence of Teresa. Byron con
tinued to see Teresa quite frequently in Venice after the
conversazione; soon, however, Count Guiccioli decided that he
and Teresa should leave Venice and begin their journey back to
Ravenna. Teresa implored Byron to join her later, but he would
make no promises. On their way home, the Count and Countess
visited some of their other estates, one of which was located at
CàZen on the Po. Byron, left alone in Venice, struggled with
the decision of whether to follow Teresa, and, while she was at
CàZen, composed the “Stanzas to the Po,” which shows the
emotional conflict he was undergoing. Leslie Marchand
his
biography of Byron quotes the following lines from the poem as
they appear in Byron’s hand:
My heart is all meridian, were it not
I had not suffered now, nor should I be
Despite old tortures ne’ to be forgot
The slave again—Oh! Love! at least of thee!
’Tis vain to struggle, I have struggled long
To love again no more as once I loved,
Oh! Time! why leave this earliest Passion strong?
To tear a heart which pants to be unmoved?8
of course, finally gave in to this “worst of Passions” and
joined Teresa in Ravenna.

In November, 1819, Byron and Teresa were back in Venice.
This time, however, Count Guiccioli became suspicious of them
8 Byron, as quoted
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and came to take Teresa home. Again Teresa implored Byron to
join her later, and again he was thrown into a period of indecis
ion. He probably realized by then that he could not remain in
Italy without Teresa; consequently, he planned to return to
England. He composed the lines “Could Love For Ever” while
he was trying to make up his mind to leave Teresa and Italy for
good. These lines were evidently written in an attempt to
bolster his courage and to help persuade him to make the
break;9 in the fourth stanza he wrote:
Wait not, fond lover!
Till years
over,
And then recover,
As from a dream.
While each bewailing
The other’s failing,
With wrath and railing,
hideous seem—
While first decreasing,
Yet not quite ceasing,
Wait not till teasing
All passion blight:
If once diminished
Love’s reign is finished—
Then part in friendship,—and bid good-night.

Apparently, however, he decided that he could not give up
Teresa, so he remained in Italy and once more returned to her.
At a later time while he was on his way to join her, Byron
again wrote some verses with Teresa in mind. This time she was
separated from the Count and was waiting for Byron in Pisa. He
was undoubtedly thinking of her when he wrote the following
lines in “Stanzas Written on the Road Between Florence and
Pisa”:

Oh, Fame!—if e’er took delight in thy praises,
‘Twas less for the sake of thy high sounding phrases,
9 Origo, The Last Attachment, p. 137.
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Than to see the bright eyes of the dear one discover
She thought that I was not unworthy to love her

chiefly I sought thee, there only I found thee;
Her
was the best of the rays that surround
thee;
When it sparkled o’er aught that was bright in
story,
I knew it was love, and I felt it was glory»
Much of Byron’s work during this period
with the unifi
cation and freedom of Italy He himself was involved in the
Italian political struggle,10 and Teresa was, at least in part,
responsible» He had sided with the Italian nationali when he
first
to the country, but, though his sympathies were
obvious enough to bring him under police surveillance, he did
not engage in any active participation the movement until the
spring of 1819, when
met Teresa. During his stay in Venice,
his allegiance lay dormant; when he followed Teresa out into
the provinces where more action was taking place, however, he
began to become more involved and to take a more active parte
In fact, when he followed Teresa to Ravenna 1820, he joined
the Carbonari and was chosen one of the chieftains of the
Societa dei Bersagleeri, a branch of the Carbonari11 Teresa’s
family were also involved in the Italian nationalist movement,
and Byron, therefore, was encouraged in his efforts from all
sides» Soon
came to be regarded as a serious threat to the
political regime,12 although his role in the situation remained
actually a minor one.13 His participation was, however, impor
tant to him. Byron had utmost admiration for the man of
action and a great love of freedom. It is only natural, further
more, that he would turn to these themes in his work at a time
when he was involved in such a situation.
10 Wilfred S. Dowden, “Byron
the Austrian Censorship, Keats-Shelley
Journal,
(Winter, 1955), 67.
11 Edward W. H. Johnson, “A Political Interpretation of Byron’s Marino Faliero,”
MLQ III (September, 1942), 418-419.
12 Dowden, “Bryon and the Austrian Censorship,” p. 69.
Origo, The Last Attachment, pp. 17-18.
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One of the works which deals with the political theme is The
Prophecy of Dante, a work not only inspired by Teresa, but
written at her insistence. When Byron first went to Ravenna in
1819, Teresa was ill, and he could visit her only while she was
surrounded by family and friends. Later her health improved,
and by early June she was able to go for a carriage ride. She and
Byron rode in her carriage while Count Guiccioli and some
friends rode behind them in a separate carriage. This particular
occasion was the first time the lovers had had a chance to be
alone
Byron came to Ravenna. As they rode along, Teresa
reminded Byron that he had written about Tasso; now she
wanted him to write something about Dante. The Prophecy of
Dante was begun the next day,14 and Byron gave credit to
Teresa in the dedication, which also expresses his devotion to
her:
LADY! if for the cold and cloudy clime
Where I was born, but where I would not die,
Of the great Poet-Sire of Italy
I dare to build the imitative rhyme,
Harsh Runic copy of the South’s sublime,
THOU art the cause; and howsoever I
Fall short of his immortal harmony,
Thy gentle heart will pardon
the crime.
Thou, in the pride of Beauty and of Youth,
Spakest; and for thee to speak and be obeyed
Are one; but only in the sunny South
Such sounds are uttered, and such charms displayed,
So sweet a language from so fair a mouth—
Ah! to what effort would it not persuade?

The poem was, of course, more than the simple eulogy of Dante
that Teresa wanted; it was a political appeal to the nationalists.
Though sympathetic with their cause, Byron was aware of their
shortcomings, especially their lack of unity and strong leader
ship; and in this poem he has Dante to specify these short
comings.15
14Ibid., pp. 72-73
Johnson, “A Political Interpretation,” p. 421.
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The same criticism of the nationalists also appears in another
of Byron’s works which Teresa, in one way or another,
influenced a great deal—Marino Faliero, a historical tragedy
with the theme of freedom from tyranny, but written in a
mood of high hope for the nationalistic cause. Byron was
already a member of the Carbonari before he started work
the drama, and in 1820 he was actively engaged in various plots
which the Carbonari in Ravenna were carrying out. Byron saw
himself as a patrician rebel, and Marino Faliero appears to be an
imaginative projection of Byron—and the circumstances
which he is involved are the circumstances in which Byron was
involved.16 Furthermore, the character of Angiolina, the wife
of Faliero, resembles Teresa in several respects.
Teresa, though, at times inadvertently hindered the work of
her poet, especially during the time he was at work on Marino.
Byron started the play on April 4, 1820, but it was not written
with his usual speed and facility of composition; each act took
approximately a month for completion. The length of time re
quired for the composition is quite understandable, however,
because it was during this same period that Teresa was in the
process of suing for a papal decree to separate her from Count
Guiccioli. It was naturally a period of great emotional stress for
Byron and Teresa and a period when he had to devote a great
part of his time to her protection.17 In a letter to Thomas
Moore, dated at Ravenna on June 1820, Byron wrote:
I am in the third act of a Tragedy; but whether it
will be finished or not, I know not: I have, at this
present, too many passions of my own on hand to do
justice to those of the dead.18

Byron gave further insight into the hectic conditions under
which Marino was composed in a letter written after the drama
was finished. The letter is to John Murray, dated at Ravenna on
October 8, 1820:
Ibid., pp. 419-423.
17 Ibid., pp. 417-418.
18 The Works of Lord Byron, rev. ed., 13 vols., Letters and Journals, ed. Rowland
E. Prothero (London: John Murray, 1901), V, 42; hereafter cited as Letters and
Journals.
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I wish you, too, to recollect one thing which is
nothing to the reader. I never wrote nor copied an
entire Scene of that play, without being obliged to
break off—to break a commandment, to obey a
woman’s, and to forget God’s. Remember the drain
of this upon a man’s heart and brain, to say nothing
of his immortal soul. Fact, I assure you. The Lady
always apologized for the interruption; but you know
the answer a man must make when and while he can.
It happened to be the only hour I had in the four and
twenty for composition, or reading, and I was obliged
to divide even it.19

Teresa even more deliberately influenced Sardanapalus,
another of Byron’s tragedies. For this play Byron turned to
Assyrian history, but again presented the theme of the hatred of
tyranny. When Byron outlined the plot of Sardanapalus, he
discussed it with Teresa, and she told him that she did not like
it because there was no “love-interest” in it. He tried to explain
that he did not think that love should be the theme of a
tragedy; she, however, maintained her argument until he event
ually agreed with her, at least in part.20 Concerning this
episode, he wrote in his Journal:
quarrelled with me, because I said that love was
not the loftiest theme for true tragedy; and, having
the advantage of her native language, and natural
female eloquence, she overcame my fewer arguments.
I
she was right. I must put more love into
Sardanapalus than I intended.21

And so Myrrha, the woman for whom Sardanapalus left his
queen and the woman who perished with him, was added to the
drama. Myrrha, like Angiolina in
bears resemblance to
Teresa.
19 Ibid., pp. 90-91.
20 Origo,
Last Attachment, p. 239.
21 Letters and Journals, V, 173.
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Byron was at work on Don Juan, his masterpiece, during
most of the period which he spent with Teresa, and he was
purposefully influenced when writing this poem by the society
in which he was living and by the people with whom he came in
contact.
admitted that Don Juan was intended to reflect the
real life of the world,2 and, no doubt, his experiences in Italy
gave him a rich background for the many satiric passages on
love and marriage and certainly provided a source for the many
dangerous escapades of Juan. Juan’s escapades, though, accord
to Byron, were not as dangerous as those he had undergone
because of his involvement with the Countess Guiccioli. He was
speaking of his and Teresa’s affair when he wrote the following
passage in a letter to John Murray: “I cannot tell how our
romance will end, but it hath gone on hitherto most eroti
cally—such perils and escapes—Juan’s are a child’s play in com
parison.”23 Byron was also probably thinking of his and
Teresa’s situation when he wrote the following passage in Don
Juan:24
’Tis melancholy, and a fearful sign
Of human frailty, folly, also crime,
That love and marriage rarely can combine,
Although they both are bom in the same clime;
Marriage from love, like vinegar from wine—
A sad, sour, sober beverage—by time
Is sharpened from its high celestial flavour
Down to a very homely household savour. (Canto III,
Stanza V)
He and Teresa both had undergone the experiences of an un
happy marriage only to find love beyond the pale of matri
mony; these sentiments concerning marriage are, therefore,
quite understandable. He, furthermore, was perhaps thinking
about what might happen to him if he and Teresa were to elope,
as they sometimes planned to do.25 Further in Canto III he
emphasized this point:
22 Marchand, Byron, II, 823.
23 Letters
Journals, IV, 338-339.
24 Marchand, Byron, II, 819.
25 Ibid.
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There’s doubtless something to domestic doings
Which forms, in fact, true love’s antithesis....
Think you, if Laura had been Petrarch’s wife,
He would have written sonnets all his life? (Stanza
VIII)

Not only
love for Teresa but
very desire for creative
work might be destroyed if he and Teresa should marry.

The Countess Guiccioli, however, seems to have influenced
the poem more than just in the satiric passages. Byron had
insisted at the beginning of Don Juan that it was to be a
humorous poem, but at times the cynicism and satire
dis
pelled by a beauty which steals in almost unawares. Teresa was
to a large extent responsible for this beauty which has con
tributed to the immortality of the poem.
When Byron and Teresa were together in Ravenna in 1819,
he was at work on Canto III of the poem. After her health
improved to a sufficient degree, Teresa accompanied Byron on
daily rides in the pine forest nearby. There they could be alone
and away from the suspicions of the Count and Teresa’s family.
These rides together were times of happiness for both of the
lovers, and Byron has placed a beautiful description of one such
occasion in the third canto of Don Juan:

Sweet hour of twilight! —in the solitude
Of the pine forest, and the silent shore
Which bounds Ravenna’s immemorial wood,
Rooted where once the Adrian wave flowed
o’er,
To where the last Caesarean fortress stood,
Evergreen forest! which Boccaccio’s lore,
And Dryden’s lay made haunted ground to me,
How have I loved the twilight hour and thee! (Stanza
CV)
It is also in Canto III that Byron elaborates the story of the
idyllic
affair of Juan and Haidee", which he had introduced
in Canto II; this story, of course, is in many ways similar to the
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love affair of Byron and Teresa. Finding relief in self-expression,
Byron wrote rapidly while working on this part of the poemeven at times with Teresa’s chattering away beside him. Juan
and Haidee found true
not in the real world but apart from
it; true love, Byron seems to indicate, cannot survive amidst the
sham and hypocrisy of the world. In Canto IV Byron described
the nature of the love that Juan and Haidee had for each
other—a
strong enough to withstand the thing which des
troys most love. Here he was certainly thinking of his and
Teresa’s love for each other, for theirs was unlike any other—
was stronger than any other—he had known.26 In Stanza XVI
he wrote:

Moons changing had rolled on, and changeless found
Those their bright rise had lighted to such joys
As rarely they beheld throughout their round;
And these were not of the
kind which
cloys,
For theirs were buoyant spirits, never bound
By the mere senses; and that which destroys
Most love, possession, unto them appeared
A thing which each endearment more endeared.
Furthermore, he reflected on the importance of such a love to
these creatures who themselves were apart from the world:
They were not made in the real world to fill
A busy character in the dull sense.... (Stanza XV)

And they were
Unfit to mix in these thick solitudes
Called social, haunts of Hate, and Vice, and
Care...(Stanza XXVIII)
In Childe Harold Byron had pictured himself as one who stood
apart from mankind—one who was “among them, but not of
them,” and one who had “not loved the world.” Obviously, the
love of Juan and Haidee which blossoms apart from the world
26 ibid.,

830.
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parallels, at least, the love of Byron and Teresa which flourished
beyond the sanction of society.
Teresa contributed to the poem in another way as well. She
told Byron several stories about her life at Santa Chiara, the
convent school which she had attended, and he used some of
these stories in the poem, particularly in the sixth canto.27 The
character of Aurora Raby, who appears in the last canto of the
poem, furthermore, is perhaps modeled after Teresa.28
Teresa also hindered her poet’s work on this poem. This time,
though, her hindrance was not inadvertent. When Byron began
the fifth canto, he evidently was in a devilish mood, for
defied his moral critics and began with the following sarcastic
passage:29
When amatory poets sing their loves
In liquid lines mellifluously bland,
And pair their rhymes as Venus yokes her doves,
They little think what mischief is in hand;
The greater their success the worse it proves,
As Ovid’s verse may give to understand;
Even Petrach’s self, if judged with due severity,
Is the Platonic pimp of all posterity. (Stanza I)

This passage is much in the tone and spirit of the first two
cantos, and the blasphemy to Teresa’s religion of love was too
much. After reading the first two cantos, she told Byron, as he
reported in a letter to Murray, that she “would rather have the
fame of Childe Harold for THREE YEARS than an IMMOR
TALITY of Don Juan!”30 Byron admitted that she was right
from a woman’s standpoint, as he continued in the same letter:
“The truth is that it is TOO TRUE, and the women hate every

27 Origo, The Last Attachment, 300.
28 Austin K. Gray, Teresa: The Story of Byron's Last Mistress (London: George
G. Harrap and Co., 1948), p. 156.
29 Marchand, Byron, II, 883-884.
30 Letters and Journals, V, 97.
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thing which strips off the tinsel of Sentiment; and they are
right, as it would rob them of their weapons,"31 Teresa,
though, was not content. Aside from her own prejudices against
the poem, she was, as she explained, distressed by the attacks
on Byron's morals which the publication of Don Juan had
occasioned, Byron tried to reason with her, and he told her that
Cantos III, IV, and V, which had been written under her in
fluence, were beyond reproach, Teresa, however, persisted, and
Byron finally promised not to write any more of the poem until
she permitted it,32
evidently intended to abide by his
promise to her, for he added in a postscript to another letter
written to John Murray, dated July 6, 1821: "At the particular
request of the Contessa G, I have promised not to continue Don
Juan. You will therefore look upon these 3 cantos as the last of
that poem,”33 So once again Byron tried to argue with Teresa,
but again it was she who was victorious.
Fortunately for us, however, Teresa later relented, and Byron
was able to persuade her to allow him to continue the poem.
Perhaps she saw Shelley's admiration for the poem, and perhaps
she argued with herself that the attacks, indeed, had been on
the first two cantos, which were written during Byron's period
of debauchery in Venice,34 At any rate, Byron was granted
permission to resume work. He reported the fact in a letter to
Murray, dated July 8, 1822:
It is not impossible that I may have three or four
cantos of D. Juan ready by autumn, or a little later,
as I obtained a permission from my Dictatress to con
tinue
provided always it was to be more guarded
and decorous and sentimental
the continuation
than in the commencement,35
31 Ibid.
32 Origo,
Last Attachment, pp. 238-239.
33 Letters and
V, 320-321.
34
The Last Attachment, pp. 299-300. T. G. Steffan, however, is of the
opinion that Teresa actually had little to do with Byronss decision either to discon
tinue or to renew his work
Don Juan. See The Making of a Masterpiece, Vol. I of
Byron's Don Juan by T. G. Steffan and W. W. Pratt (4 vols.; Austin, Texas: Univer
of Texas Press, 1957), pp. 39-47.
35 Letters and
VI, 95.
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That Teresa did figure rather prominently in the composition
of Don Juan both directly and indirectly, as she did most of
the writing which Byron did after he met her, is evident. That
Bryon loved Teresa is also evident; he expressed
love for her
numerous times in his letters and in his poetry. One of the most
beautiful expressions of his love is found in a letter which he
wrote to Teresa on the index page of her favorite novel,
Corinne; the letter is dated August 25, 1819:
My dear Teresa,—I have read this book in your
garden;—my love, you were absent, or else I could not
have read it. It is a favourite book of yours, and the
writer was a friend of mine. You will not understand
these English words, and others will not understand
them—which is the reason I have not scrawled them
in Italian. But you will recognize the hand-writing of
him who passionately loved you, and you will divine
that, over a book which was yours, he could only
think of love. In that word, beautiful in all languages,
but most so in yours—Amor mio—is comprised my
existence here and hereafter. I feel I exist here, and I
fear that I shall exist hereafter,—to what purpose you
will decide; my destiny rests with you, and you
a
woman, seventeen years of age, and two out of a
convent. I wish that you had stayed there, with all
my heart,—or, at least, that I had never met you
your married state.
But all this is too late. I love you, and you
me,—at least, you say so, and act as if you did so,
which last is a great consolation in all events. But I
more than love you, and cannot
to love you.
Think of me, sometimes, when the
and the
ocean divide us,—but they never will, unless you wish
it.36

love such as this was certainly composed of as much pain as
pleasure, and perhaps it was this fact which made it a lasting
love.
36 Ibid., IV, 350.
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Even though Byron’s love for Teresa was lasting, at times his
male ego seemed to revolt; consequently, he at times became
restless and dispirited.37 Some of the letters to friends in
England give an indication of this restlessness. For instance, he
wrote in a letter to John Cam Hobhouse, dated August 23,
1819:
But I feel—and I feel it bitterly—that a man should
not consume his life at the
and on the bosom of
a woman, and a stranger; that even the recompense,
and it is much, is not enough, and that this Cicisbean
existence is to be condemned.38

It was, no doubt, such a feeling which eventually caused Byron
to leave Teresa—not for another woman, not for another love—
but for action, action in the cause of Liberty. After four years
with Teresa, Byron left her to fight in the Greek war for
independence. He was, most likely, planning to return to Teresa
after the struggle was finished; that question, though, must re
main unanswered, for on April 19, 1824, in Missolonghi, Lord
Byron died of a fever.

37T. G. Steffan, “The Token-Web, the Sea Sodom, and Canto I of Don Juan,”
University of Texas Studies in English, XXVI (1947), 163.
38 Lord Byron’s Correspondence, ed. John Murray (2 vols.; London: John
Murray, 1922), II, 123.
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A WARNING FOR FAIR WOMEN and the Puritan Controversy

by Charles D. Cannon

The purpose of this paper is to examine the relationship of A
Warning for
Women, anonymous Tudor domestic tragedy,
to the Puritan controversy over the profaneness and immorality
of the stage.1 Though the Puritan controversy has been the
subject of a number of studies,2 there has as yet been no
suggestion that the staging of domestic drama may have been an
accommodation of the hostile Puritan criticism of stage plays. A
number of items of evidence, both external and internal, testify
to the alignment of A Warning for Fair Women with the Puritan
controversy and support the hypothesis that the author of A
Warning for
Women was consciously accommodating the
adverse criticism of the Puritans by writing a play least calcula
ted to arouse further the already-aroused Puritans.
The hostility of the church to stage plays is no innovation of
sixteenth-century English Puritanism. Notwithstanding the fact
that the Christian church served as a matrix for the develop
ment of English drama, clerical hostility to
plays had
existed for centuries. The hostility of the early Christian church
may be noted in Tatian’s second century characterization of the

lI wish to express my appreciation to the Faculty Research Committee of the
University of Mississippi for financial support of this study.
2See E. N. S. Thompson, The Controversy between the Puritans and the Stage,
Yale Studies in English (New York: Henry Holt, 1903); E. K. Chambers, The Eliza
bethan Stage (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1923), I, Chapter 8; Aaron Myers,
Representation and Misrepresentation of the Puritan in Elizabethan Drama (Phil
adelphia, Pa.: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1931).
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actor as a man who “is one thing internally, but outwardly
counterfeits what he is not.”3 Morever “In 305 one of the
earliest councils forbade women to give actors their garments
for stage use.” In addition to this injunction the council
“prohibited . . . the marriage of Christian women with players”
and required players to “renounce the calling before admittance
to the church.”4 Thompson points out “all through the Middle
Ages, down into the 16th century, repeated edicts of church
councils attempted to curb the passion ... for public entertain
ments,” but the passion was so thoroughly ingrained that “their
production could never be totally suppressed.”5
Despite the ancient hostility of the church to plays, the
hostility was not always so thoroughgoing and unremitting. In
fact, during the early Elizabethan period in England “the
majority of the prominent churchmen took a moderate view of
many things later abhorred.” In 1576, for example, Northbrooke complained “that his brother divines seldome spoke of
the great and growing abuse” that the stage constituted.6 The
seeds of the controversy, however, appeared early, for “as early
as February 4, 1565, Richard Beaumont, Master of Trinity
College, and Vice Chancellor of Cambridge, reported to Arch
bishop Parker that ’ii or iii in Trinity College thinke it very
unseeming that Christians sholde play or be present at any prophane comoedies or tragoedies.’ ”7

Especially during the earlier years of the controversy there
was likely to be a distinction made between academic perfor
mances of plays and the professional performances. Though in
the earlier years “the two Universities ... presented a united
front against the invasion of their precincts by professional
companies,” each university had differences of opinion about
the “legitimacy of amateur performances by its own members.”8
3Thompson, Controversy, p. 131.
4Ibid., p. 20.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 F. S. Boas, University Drama
the Tudor Age (Oxford: The Clarendon Press,
1914), p. 227.
8Ibid.
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Leicester observed the distinction between the professional
and the academic performance of drama when he “as Chancel
lor of Oxford, approved in July 1584, the statute against
‘common Stage Players.’ ” Though he approved the statute
against “common Stage Players,” he did not interdict the
performance of plays by the university. In fact he styled them
“great furderances of Learning” and urged that they “be
continued at set times and increased.”9

Thompson has suggested that the absence of hostile treat
ment of Puritans in the drama during the early years may be
accounted for the fact that “The greatest patrons of the early
theater, Leicester and Essex, were themselves of the Puritan
party, and out of respect for them their proteges may have kept
silent.”10

As representative as Leicester’s statement of the academic
sentiment was at the time he made it,11 there were un
doubtedly kindred spirits at Oxford of the “ii or iii” at
Cambridge who in 1565 questioned the wisdom of Christians’
acting in or viewing plays at the university. As Puritan senti
ment increased “there arose a party in both Universities eager to
extend the ban upon professional performances to acting in any
form, and to proscribe even the edifying plays which had been
approved by Martin Bucer.”12
The time between 1576 and 1583 was a “critical” one for
“the writings against the stage.” According to E. K. Chambers,
the significant works against plays were written by clergymen
and “playwrights who had embraced conversion,” the contri
bution of the clergymen being Dicing, Dauncing, Vaine Playes,
or Enterludes (1577) by John Northbrooke, and the Anatomie
of Abuses (1583) by Phillip Stubbes.13

9 ibid.
10 Thompson, Controversy, p. 196.
11 Boas, University Drama, p. 227.
12 Ibid.
Elizabethan Stage, I, 254.
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The repentant playwrights had “the advantage of speaking
from inner knowledge of the profession they were attacking.”
Of the three pamphlets written by the two converted play
wrights, “The Schoole of Abuse (1579) and Playes Confuted in
Five Actions (1582) were by Stephen Gosson, who became
vicar of St. Botolph’s in the City, and the third was by Anthony
Munday, who, as Gosson put it, returned to his own vomit
again, and resumed playwriting.”14 Munday’s contribution to
the polemical literature against the
was A Second and
Third Blast of Retrait from Plaies and Theatres (1580).15
With evidence derived from the works of Gosson and Mun
day, Ringler finds the major objections of the attackers of
drama to be that “plays were a waste of time and a waste of
money; that they were inciters of sin and teachers of vice; that
acting was counterfeiting and so was a species of lying; and that
the playing of women’s parts by boys was prohibited by the
Bible because Deuteronomy (22.5) forbade men to dress in
women’s apparel.”16

The falseness of counterfeiting was attacked by Gosson who
derived “from Aristotle ... a theory that acting, being essentially
the simulation of what is not, is by its very nature ‘within the
compasse of a lye.’ ” Moreover “the condemnation of histriones
by the Fathers and by the austerer pagans are applied without
discrimination to their Elizabethan successors” who were also
being branded with “the more recent stigma of vagabondage.”
Gosson “justifies himself from Tertullian in finding the efficient
cause of plays in none other than the incarnate Devil.”17

Though the “frequency of the literary attacks to some extent
subsided” after the 1580’s, they “flared up again with renewed

Ibid., p. 255.
15 Ibid.,
16 William A. Ringler, Jr., Hamlet's Defense of the Players,” Essays on Shakes
peare and Elizabethan Drama in Honor of Hardin Craig, ed. Richard Hosley
(Columbia, Mo.: University of Missouri Press, 1962), p. 202.
17 Chambers, Elizabethan Stage, I, 254.
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violence” near the end of the century. It is not that new argu
ments against plays and players enlivened the controversy, for
the ancient arguments continued to be quite serviceable, but the
eminence of the participants in the controversy attracted great
attention. John Rainolds’s Overthrow of Stage-Plays, published
in 1599 and reissued the following year, “received special
attention because of the prestige of Rainolds,” president of
Corpus Christi College at Oxford and “one of the most eminent
and respected theologians of the day. ...” William Gager
answered Rainolds’s work, and though Gager, an academic
dramatist, “upheld the legitimacy of amateur performances, [he]
was unwilling to defend the professional theater.”18

Rainolds’s four objections are familiar ones. His first object
ion was the "infamia with which the Roman praetors had
‘noted’ histriones"’; furthermore he would not accept Gager’s
“pleas that this applied only to those who played for gain. ...”
Second, he “adopted Calvin’s Deuteronomic prohibition of the
change of sex-costume as an absolute one, belonging to the
moral and not merely the ceremonial law.” Rainolds’s third
objection was “based on the moral deterioration entailed by
counterfeiting wanton behaviour in a play.” His fourth object
ion was based on the “waste both of time and money.”19
The response of the playwrights to the hostile Puritan criti
cism was by no means unified. The responses were, in fact,
quite varied, and the nature of Puritanism being what it is, it is
not possible to posit adamantine hostility on the part of all
playwrights to Puritans. Moreover, though there is adequate evi
dence to support a generalization that Puritans disapproved of
plays, not all Puritans disapproved, especially during the early
part of the controversy.

If such playwrights as Gosson and Munday could repent of
writing plays (though Munday returned to writing them), it
seems quite likely that playwrights who fell somewhat short of
18 Ringler, “Hamlet’s Defense, p. 202.
19 Chambers, Elizabethan Stage, I, 252.
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repentance may have accepted part of the Puritan criticism. As
short shrift as Ben Jonson gave to the Puritans in
plays, he
nonetheless asked Selden for his interpretation of the Deuteronomic interdiction of persons’ wearing the dress of the
opposite sex. According to E.N.S. Thompson, Selden concluded
“that the Jews’ sole objection to the exchange of apparel by the
sexes—its connection with pagan worship—was no longer valid,
and the text, therefore, had no application to the stage.”20

A number of responses were possible for the playwrights.
Playwrights might respond to the Puritan attack by writing
tracts in defense of plays or players as Thomas Heywood’s
Apology for Actors or Lodge’s Defence of Poetry, Music, and
Plays. On the other hand, a playwright might use the
dramatic text to respond to the Puritans by presenting Puritans
in a ridiculous manner. Both Thompson and Myers have cata
loged references to Puritans in Elizabethan plays. The com
plexity of the hostile response varies from playwright to play
wright and from play to play even for such playwrights as
Jonson21 and Middleton,22 who often disparage Puritans in
their plays.

Another possible response is self-defense without necessarily
attacking the Puritans. Thomas Heywood in a note “To my
good Friends and Fellowes, the Citty-Actors” preceding An
Apology for Actors says “I am profest aduersary to none, I
rather couet reconcilement, then opposition, nor proceedes this
my labour from any enuy in me, but rather to shew them
wherein they erre.” (A3v)23

20 Thompson, Controversy, p. 100.
21 Myers in Representation finds “an agressive zeal ... at the base of each of
Jonson’s various Puritan figures. ... To Jonson zealousness was so synonymous
with Puritanism that
gives to his most representative character the title Zeal-ofthe-Land Busy, p. 62.
22 Myers in Representation speaks of “Middleton, who constantly exhibits the
Puritans as ignorant, flighty creatures.” p. 46.
23 Richard H. Perkinson (ed.), An Apology for Actors (1612) by Thomas Hey
wood (New York: Scholars’ Facsimiles and Reprints, 1941), A3v.
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A third response was for the playwrights to join the Puritan
cause, renouncing the folly of writing plays. Gosson24 and
Anthony Munday25 made this response and produced pole
mical tracts; but Munday, lacking the staying power of Gosson,
returned to writing plays again.26

A fourth response to the Puritan attack would be an
accommodation to the Puritan criticism, a turning of the other
cheek by writing a kind of play least calculated to arouse
further the already-aroused Puritans. The author of A Warning
for Fair Women appears to have followed this course and did
accommodate the Puritan criticism in a number of ways.
There is no assumption, of course, that A Warning for Fair
Women or any other play could meet all the objections of the
Puritans. There is, for example, no reason to assume that a
select body of actors from the Chamberlain’s Men, persons of
unimpeachable probity and virtue, presented A Warning for Fair
Women. The actors would be considered rogues and vagabonds
by many Puritans. Nor is there any reason to believe that the
Deuteronomic interdiction involving dress was obeyed in staging
A Warning for Fair Women, for the parts of Mrs. Saunders and
Mistress Drury were undoubtedly played by boys. For those in
the audience who agreed with Tertullian and Gosson that the
efficient cause of plays is “the incarnate Devil,”27 A Warning
for Fair Women would still be unsatisfactory.
Despite the fact, however, that some Puritans would object
to all plays and all actors, there are a number of items of evi
dence that the author of A Warning for Fair Women not only
was responding to the Puritan attack by defending plays but
that at the
time he was accommodating some of the Puri
tan criticism against plays. Evidence to support such a hypo
thesis may be derived from the principal source, the genre, and
from the play itself.
24 Chambers, Elizabethan Stage, I, 254.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid., p.
27 ibid., p. 254
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The primary source of the play is A Briefe Discourse, a
pamphlet published in 1573, detailing the murder of George
Saunders by Captain George Brown and the arrest, trial, and
execution of the principals, including Anne Saunders, wife of
Saunders and paramour of Brown. In 1573, the year of the
crime, A Briefe Discourse bore the initials “A. G.” at the end of
the work, but the re-issue in 1577 bore the name of the author,
Arthur Golding.
A Briefe Discourse is a heavily moralized account of the mur
der of George Saunders by Captain Brown. Proposing to give “a
playne declaration of the whole matter,” the work is equally
concerned that the reader “use the example to the amendment
of ... [his] life.”28 Evidence of the latter concern is noted when,
having concluded the narrative of the murder, arraignment,
trial, and execution, Golding turns to “the admonition, whiche
is the conclusion and fruyte of this whole matter.”29 According
to Golding the ones who were executed were no guiltier than
some who witnessed the execution. Turning to the reader of A
Briefe Discourse, Golding says “excepte their example leade us
to repentance, we shall all of
come to as sore punishment in
this worlde, or else to sorer in the worlde to come.”30

The whole work is intended more for edification than for
information, and it is interesting to note that the account of the
crime in Holinshed’s Chronicles, though derived from Golding’s
account, lacks the moralizing frame around it found in A Briefe
Discourse. The source of A Warning for Fair Women, then, is a
work that was likely read with approval by Puritans because the
guilty not only were punished but, with few exceptions, were
won to amendment, confession, and conversion before suffering
death for their sins. Golding in A Briefe Discourse carefully
delineated the hand of Providence, adjuring people both
married and single “to possesse & keepe theire vessell in
honestie and cleannesse. For if the knot between man and wife
Louis T. Golding, An Elizabethan Puritan:
York: Richard Smith, 1937), p. 165.
Ibid., p. 170.
Ibid., p. 180.
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(whiche ought to be inseparable) be once broken, it is seldome
or never knit again.”31 In addition to the material favorable to
Puritanism found in the source of A Warning for Fair Women,
the choice of domestic tragedy as a play to be represented on
the stage would have been less offensive to the Puritan part of
the audience than any other kind of drama would have been.

Whether one emphasizes the indebtedness of domestic
tragedy to the morality tradition32 or stresses the fact that the
dramatic accounts of sensational murders would be good for the
box office,33 it is nonetheless easy to agree with Louis Wright’s
judgment that domestic tragedy afforded “a vehicle for a
theatrical sensation capable of running the gamut of sentimen
tality or pandering to the grosser appetites of the multitude”
while at the same time it “preached a sermon against the crying
sins of adultery and murder.”34
H. H. Adams finds the “consistent attributes” of domestic
tragedy to be “the choice of the hero, the moralizing, and the
religious teachings. . . . ” 35 The hero of “humble station”
(though in this instance with an ampler existence than their
own) would be gladly received by the middle class part of the
audience, and the “moralizing and religious teachings” would be
well received by the Puritans.
A Warning for Fair Women supports the doctrine that murder
will out. Support for the doctrine is found when the mortally
31 Ibid., p. 181.
32 See M. C. Bradbrook, Themes and Conventions of Elizabethan Tragedy (Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1935), p. 44; Madeleine Doran, Endeavors of
Art: A Study of Form in Elizabethan Drama (Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1954), p. 143; Arthur M. Clark, Thomas Heywood, Playwright and Miscellanist
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1931), pp. 227-228; and H. H. Adams, English Domestic or
Homiletic Tragedy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1943), p. 55.
33 See Allardyce Nicoll, British Drama (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company,
1925), pp. 197-199; John Addington Symonds, Shakespeare’s Predecessors (London:
Smith, Elder & Company, 1906), p. 329; and Louis B. Wright, Middle Class Culture
in Elizabethan England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1935), p.
631.
34 Wright, Culture, p. 631.
35 Adams, Domestic Tragedy, p. viii.
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wounded John Beane, “past all sense and laboring to his end,”
was providentially sustained so that he could identify his assail
ant, Captain Brown, when Brown was brought into his presence.
Master Barnes, a witness to Beane’s identification of Brown,
commented on “the wondrous worke of God, that the poore
creature, not speaking for two dayes, yet now should speake to
accuse this man, and presently yeeld up his soule.”36

After the providential sustention of John Beane has been
noted, the Mayor of Rochester, Master Barnes, and Master
James tell anecdotes supporting the doctrine that murder will
out. The Mayor tells how a murderer was found out when some
one noticed a nail in the head of a man dug up twenty years
after he was buried (11. 2022-2026). Master Barnes tells how a
man about to be murdered told his murderer that if nothing else
“the feame that then grew in the place” (1. 2029) would reveal
the murder, and
years later his prophecy was fulfilled (11.
2031-2035). Not to be outdone, Master James tells an anecdote
about a woman of Linne in Norfolk who was so moved by
viewing a tragedy that she confessed the murder of her husband,
having been moved to confession by witnessing the dramatic
account of a situation similar to her own (11. 2034-2048).
Though such public confessions as this one were undoubtedly
rare, A Warning for Fair Women is a kind of tragedy which
might conceivably lead to such a confession.

The concern for the souls of the guilty, not only by the
chaplain, the doctor of divinity, but by the members of the
court would be satisfying to the Puritan element of the
audience. It is not as criminals alone that the court regards the
culprits but also as sinners who not only should be punished
according to the law but who should as sinners be brought to
repentance and confession.
The epilogue of A Warning for
Women speaks of the
lances that have “sluic’d forth sinne,” and the Lord Justice,
presiding officer of the court, is as much in the service of God
This and succeeding references to line numbers of A Warning for Fair Women
are to my own edition: “A Warning for Fair
A Critical Edition (diss.
Missouri,
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as of the state. The Lord Justice addressed Mrs. Saunders, being
tried for complicity in her paramour’s murder of her husband.
When he said “But if you spume at his affliction, / And beare
his chastisement, with grudging minds,” he spoke of God’s chas
tisement, though he undoubtedly would have perceived no dis
crepancy between God’s justice and
Shortly before sen
tencing Mrs. Saunders the Justice said

Go to, Clog not your soule
With new additions of more hainous sinne.
Tis thought, beside conspiring of his death,
You wrongd your husband with unchaste behaviour,
For which the justice of the righteous God,
Meaning to strike you, yet
a place,
Of gracious mercie, if you can repent. ...
(11. 2347-2353)
When the Justice sentenced Anne Saunders, Anne Drury, and
Trusty Roger, he said, “You shal al three be hang’d till you be
dead, / And so the Lord have mercy on your soules” (11.
2370-2371). If in later times the expression “The Lord have
mercy on your souls” has survived as a fossilized utterance with
little meaning, it does not appear to have been a perfunctory
utterance when spoken by the Lord Justice.

In the play, the magistrates repeatedly mention the culprits’
relationship to God. When, for example, the Sheriff tries to
extract from Captain Brown the admission that Mrs. Saunders
conspired with him in the death of her husband, the Sheriff tells
Brown “Thou hast no true contrition, but conceals’t/ Her
wickedness, the bawd unto her sinne” (11. 2452-2453). The
Sheriff tells Brown that Mrs. Drury has confessed Mrs.
Saunders’ guilt. To Brown’s rejoinder that Mrs. Drury can con
fess what “she thinkes good,” the Sheriff says to Brown “thy
soule knowes,” and Brown responds, “Yea, yea, it does. ...”
The culprits are aware of the dual nature of their trans
gression. Asked by the court how they will be tried, Mrs.
Saunders and Mrs. Drury say, “By God and by the Countrey.”
Despite this statement, however, it was not until shortly before
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their execution that Mrs. Saunders and Mrs. Drury decided to
make a full confession. Realizing that her execution was immi
nent, Mrs. Drury declared that “tis time to tume the leafe,/ And
leave dissembling, being so neere my death” (11. 2578-2579).
Moreover, she advises Mrs. Saunders to do the same thing. Both
of them, Mrs. Drury says, have been “notorious vile trans
gressors,” and dissembling, “joyning sinne to sinne,” is “not the
way to get remission.” Such behavior does not agree “with
godly Christians, but with reprobates,/ And such as have no
taste of any grace...” (11. 2580-2585).

When Mrs. Saunders realizes that, contrary to her own expec
tations, her own guilt is about to be exposed by Mrs. Drury,
who earlier agreed to conceal it, she asks Mrs. Drury if she
betray a friend. Mrs. Drury then asks herself a question:

Should I, to purchase safety for another,
Or lengthen out anothers temporall life,
Hazard mine owne soule everlastingly,
And loose the endless joyes of heaven
Preparde for such as wil confesse their sinnes?
(11.2589-2593)
She concludes that
will confess while there is time to obtain
divine forgiveness, for she and Mrs. Saunders may yet have
God’s forgiveness “if we will seeke it at our Saviours hands.”
The alternative is “endless torments of unquenched fire” (11.
2595-2600).

Mrs. Drury’s words convince Mrs. Saunders that she should
repent and soon thereafter the chaplain, the reverend doctor,
appears to tell Mrs. Saunders and Mrs. Drury that they should
prepare themselves for death. Mrs. Saunders thereupon repents
and confesses her guilt to the doctor by whom she had earlier
been “seriously instructed.” She confesses that she is a sinner
and has
provok’t the heavy wrath of God,
Not onely by consenting to the death
Of my late husband, but by wicked lust,
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And wilful sinne, denying of the fault:
But now I do repent and hate my selfe,
Thinking the punishment preparde for me,
Not halfe severe enough for my deserts.
(11. 2619-2625)
Delighted with her confession, the doctor exclaimed

Done like a Christian and the childe of grace,
Pleasing to God, to angels, and to men,
And doubt not but your soule shall finde a place
In Abrahams bosome, though your body perish.
(11. 2626-2629)

Mrs. Drury, the first to decide to confess, is the second to
confess.
tells the minister

I am as well resolv’d to goe to death,
As if I were invited to a banquet:
Nay such assurance have I in the bloud
Of him that died for me, as neither fire,
Sword nor torment could retaine me from him.
(11. 2637-2641)

“Spoke like a champion of the holy Crosse,” responds the
doctor.
As satisfying as the repentence and confession of Mrs. Drury
and Mrs. Saunders to the reverend doctor would have been to a
Puritan, the final leave taking of Mrs. Saunders from her
children reinforces her repentence and contrition. She beseeches
pardon from her children and her husband’s relatives, enjoining
her children to “leame by your mothers fall/ To follow vertue,
and beware of sinne” (11. 2686-2687). Just before her farewell
kiss to her children she tells them she will not bequeath them
“or gold or silver” since they are sufficiently provided in that
respect, but she does give to each of the children a book “Of
holy meditations, Bradfords workes/ That vertuous chosen ser
vant of the Lord” (11. 2703-2704). Moreover, concerning the
works she made the following suggestion to her children:
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Sleepe not without them when you go to bed,
And rise a mornings with them in your hands.
So God send downe his blessing on you al:
Farewel, farewel, farewel, farewel, farewel.
(11. 2708-2711)

The special blessing which Mrs. Saunders accords Mr. Brad
ford has been echoed in the four centuries since his death.
Protestant martyr, worthy of the church, and a “man of singu
larly gentle character,” Bradford is spoken of by Bullen as a
man who, though he “would reprove sin and misbehaviour in
any person,” was nonetheless so “earnest and kindly” in his
reproof “that none could take offense.”37
Once a student of law in the Inner Temple, he turned to the
study of divinity and proceeded a Master of Arts at Cambridge
in 1549, being elected to a fellowship at Pembroke
where
his portrait now hangs.38 Honored by Strype as “a man of great
learning, elocution, sweetness of temper, and profound
devotion towards God,”39 Bradford is represented by Foxe in
his Acts and Monuments as a person of such trustworthiness
that even when he was a “prisoner in the King’s Bench ... he
had license upon
promise to return against that night to go
into London without any keeper to visit one that was sick lying
by the Still yard.”40
Ernest Rupp, almost four hundred years later, comments on
the martyrdom of John Bradford:

To Newgate he was hurried by night. . . the next day
to Smithfield. ... There now, by the grace of God
went John Bradford, Latimer’s convert, Bucer’s pupil,
theologian, divine, preacher and a saint beside whose
37 Arthur H.
“John Bradford,” DNB, II, 1067.
38 Ibid.
39 John Strype, Ecclesiastical Memorials (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1822),
III, Part I, 363.
John Foxe, The Acts and Monuments (London: Religious Tract Society, n.
VIII, 143.
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shining integrity even Sir Thomas More in some
lights, contrives to look a trifle shabby.41
Whichever one of Bradford’s works Mrs. Saunders gave to her
children, 42 the author of A Warning for Fair Women by his
allusion to Bradford has consciously appealed to Puritan
sentiment, and it seems likely that Bradford himself would have
approved the sentiment of the epilogue of A Warning for Fair
Women:

Here are the launces that have sluic’d forth sinne,
And ript the venom’d ulcer of foule lust,
Which being by due vengeance qualified,
Here Tragedie of force must needes conclude.
(11. 2717-2721)

41 Ernest G. Rupp, Studies in the Making of the English Protestant Tradition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1949), p. 204.
42 A number of his works would have been appropriate, but A Godlye Medytacyon and Goldie Meditations upon the Lordes Prayer, the Beleefe and Ten
Commandements ... are two of the works which would commend themselves as gifts
to Mrs. Saunders’ children.
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